Contents 


CONTENTS 


Preface 


. Of Prophecy 
. Of the Prophets 
. Of the vocation of the Hebrews, and whether the gift of prophecy 


was peculiar to them 


4. Of the Divine Law 


N 


10. 


ll. 


13. 


14. 


16. 


. Of the reason for the institution of ceremonial observances. Belief 


in the Biblical narratives: in what way and for whom it is necessary 


. Of Miracles 
. Of the Interpretation of Scripture 
. In which it is shown that the Pentateuch and the Books of Joshua, 


Judges, Ruth, Samuel and Kings were not written by themselves. 
The question of their authorship is considered. Was there one author, 
or several, and who were they? 


. An enquiry into further matters relating to these same books, namely, 


whether Ezra gave them a final revision, and whether the marginal 
notes found in the Hebrew codices were variant readings 

An examination of the remaining books of the Old Testament by 
the same method as was used with the previous books 

An enquiry as to whether the Apostles wrote their Epistles as 
Apostles and prophets, or as teachers. The function of the Apostles 
is explained 


. Of the true original of the Divine Law. In what respect Scripture 


is called holy and the Word of God. It is shown that Scripture, insofar 
as it contains the Word of God, has come down to us uncorrupted 

It is shown that Scripture teaches only very simple doctrines and 
inculcates nothing but obedience, and that concerning the nature 

of God it teaches only what men can imitate by a definite code of 
conduct 

An analysis of faith, the faithful and the fundamental principles of 
faith. Faith is finally set apart from philosophy 


. It is demonstrated that neither is theology ancillary to reason nor 


reason to theology. The reason why we are convinced of the authority 
of Holy Scripture 

The basis of the state; the natural and civil right of the individual, 
and the right of sovereign powers 


385 


386 Theological-Political Treatise 


17. It is demonstrated that nobody can, or need, transfer all his rights to 
the sovereign power. An account of the Hebrew state as it was in the 
time of Moses, and after his death before the institution of monarchy, 
and its success. Finally, the reasons why it came about that the 
theocratic state fell, and could scarcely have continued without 
civil strife 

18. From the commonwealth of the Hebrews and their history some 
political principles are deduced 

19. It is shown that the right over matters of religion is vested entirely 
in the sovereign, and that the external forms of worship should be 
such as accord with the peace of the commonwealth, if we would 
serve God aright 


20. It is shown that in a free commonwealth every man may think as he 
pleases, and say what he thinks 


Spinoza’s Supplementary Notes to the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus 


THE THEOLOGICAL-POLITICAL 
‘TRACTATE 


Containing 


Various Disquisitions, 


By means of which it is shown not only that Freedom of 
Philosophising can be allowed in Preserving Piety 
and the Peace of the Republic: but also that it is not 
possible for such Freedom to be upheld except when 
accompanied by the Peace of the Republic and 
Piety Themselves. 


The First Epistle of John, Chapter 4, Verse 13. 


Through this means we recognise that we remain in God, and 
God remains in us—that He gave to us from His own Spirit. 


Hamburg, 
from Heinrich Kiinraht. 
1670 


387 


388 


Theological-Political Treatise 


PREFACE 


If men were able to exercise complete control over all their circumstances, or if 
continuous good fortune were always their lot, they would never be prey to su- 
perstition. But since they are often reduced to such straits as to be without any re- 
source, and their immoderate greed for fortune’s fickle favours often makes them 
the wretched victims of alternating hopes and fears, the result is that, for the most 
part, their credulity knows no bounds. In critical times they are swayed this way 
or that by the slightest impulse, especially so when they are wavering between the 
emotions of hope and fear; yet at other times they are overconfident, boastful and 
arrogant. 

No one can be unaware of these truths, even though I believe that men gen- 
erally know not their own selves. For no one can have lived in this world without 
realising that, when fortune smiles at them, the majority of men, even if quite un- 
versed in affairs, are so abounding in wisdom that any advice offered to them is 
regarded as an affront, whereas in adversity they know not where to turn, begging 
for advice from any quarter; and then there is no counsel so foolish, absurd or vain 
which they will not follow. Again, even the most trivial of causes are enough to 
raise their hopes or dash them to the ground. For if, while possessed by fear, they 
see something happen that calls to mind something good or bad in the past, they 
believe that this portends a happy or unhappy issue, and this they therefore call a 
lucky or unlucky omen, even though it may fail them a hundred times. Then 
again, if they are struck with wonder at some unusual phenomenon, they believe 
this to be a portent signifying the anger of the gods or of a supreme deity, and they 
therefore regard it as a pious duty to avert the evil by sacrifice and vows, suscepti- 
ble as they are to superstition and opposed to religion. Thus there is no end to the 
kind of omens that they imagine, and they read extraordinary things into Nature 
as if the whole of Nature were a partner in their madness. 

This being the case, we see that it is particularly those who greedily covet for- 
tune’s favours who are the readiest victims of superstition of every kind, and it is 
especially when they are helpless in danger that they all implore God’s help with 
prayers and womanish tears. Reason they call blind, because it cannot reveal a 
sure way to the vanities that they covet, and human wisdom they call vain, while 
the delusions of the imagination, dreams and other childish absurdities are taken 
to be the oracles of God. Indeed, they think that God, spurning the wise, has writ- 
ten his decrees not in man’s mind but in the entrails of beasts, or that by divine 
inspiration and instigation these decrees are foretold by fools, madmen or birds. 
To such madness are men driven by their fears. 

It is fear, then, that engenders, preserves and fosters superstition. If anyone 
seeks particular examples to confirm what I have said, let him consider Alexan- 
der. It was only when he first learnt to fear fortune at Pylae Susidis (Curtius, Book 
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5, ch. 4) that superstition drove him to employ seers.! After his victory over Dar- 
ius he ceased to consult prophets and seers until he was once more dismayed by 
his plight. With the Bacrians having deserted and Scyths taking the offensive while 
he himself lay wounded on his sickbed, he again (Curtius, Book 7, ch. 7) “having 
recourse once more to superstition, that mockery of human wisdom, bade Aris- 
tander, in whom he had instilled his own credulity, enquire the issue by sacrifices.” 
Numerous examples of this kind can be cited, illustrating quite clearly the fact that 
only while fear persists do men fall prey to superstition, that all the objects of 
spurious religious reverence have been no more than phantoms, the delusions 
springing from despondency and timidity, and that, finally, it is in the times of the 
state’s gravest perils that seers have held the strongest sway over the people and 
have been most formidable to their own rulers. But since I consider that this is 
quite common knowledge, I will say no more. 

This being the origin of superstition —in spite of the view of some who assign 
it to a confused idea of deity possessed by all mortals—it clearly follows that all 
men are by nature liable to superstition. It follows that superstition, like all other 
instances of hallucination and frenzy, is bound to assume very varied and unsta- 
ble forms, and that, finally, it is sustained only by hope, hatred, anger and deceit. 
For it arises not from reason but from emotion, and emotion of the most pow- 
erful kind. So men’s readiness to fall victim to any kind of superstition makes it 
correspondingly difficult to persuade them to adhere to one and the same kind. 
Indeed, as the multitude remains ever at the same level of wretchedness, so it is 
never long contented, and is best pleased only with what is new and has not yet 
proved delusory. This inconstancy has been the cause of many terrible uprisings 
and wars, for—as is clear from the above, and as Curtius, too, says so well in Book 
4, ch. 10— “the multitude has no ruler more potent than superstition.” So it is 
readily induced, under the guise of religion, now to worship its rulers as gods, and 
then again to curse and condemn them as mankind’s common bane. To coun- 
teract this unfortunate tendency, immense efforts have been made to invest reli- 
gion, true or false, with such pomp and ceremony that it can sustain any shock 
and constantly evoke the deepest reverence in all its worshippers. In this the Turks 
have achieved the greatest measure of success. They hold even discussion of reli- 
gion to be sinful, and with their mass of dogma they gain such a thorough hold 
on the individual’s judgment that they leave no room in the mind for the exercise 
of reason, or even the capacity to doubt. 

Granted, then, that the supreme mystery of despotism, its prop and stay, is to 
keep men in a state of deception, and with the specious title of religion to cloak 
the fear by which they must be held in check, so that they will fight for their servi- 
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tude as if for salvation, and count it no shame, but the highest honour, to spend 
their blood and their lives for the glorification of one man. Yet no more disastrous 
policy can be devised or attempted in a free commonwealth. To invest with prej- 
udice or in any way coerce the citizen’s free judgment is altogether incompatible 
with the freedom of the people. As for those persecutions that are incited under 
the cloak of religion, they surely have their only source in this, that law intrudes 
into the realm of speculative thought, and that beliefs are put on trial and con- 
demned as crimes. The adherents and followers of these beliefs are sacrificed, not 
to the public weal, but to the hatred and savagery of their opponents. If under civil 
law ‘only deeds were arraigned, and words were not punished’, persecutions of 
this kind would be divested of any appearance of legality, and disagreement would 
not turn into persecution. 

Now since we have the rare good fortune to live in a commonwealth where 
freedom of judgment is fully granted to the individual citizen and he may wor- 
ship God as he pleases, and where nothing is esteemed dearer and more precious 
than freedom, I think I am undertaking no ungrateful or unprofitable task in 
demonstrating that not only can this freedom be granted without endangering 
piety and the peace of the commonwealth, but also the peace of the common- 
wealth and piety depend on this freedom. 

This, then, is the main point which I have sought to establish in this treatise. 
For this purpose my most urgent task has been to indicate the main false as- 
sumptions that prevail regarding religion—that is, the relics of man’s ancient 
bondage—and then again the false assumptions regarding the right of civil au- 
thorities. There are many who, with an impudence quite shameless, seek to usurp 
much of this right and, under the guise of religion, to alienate from the govern- 
ment the loyalty of the masses, still prone to heathenish superstition, so that slav- 
ery may return once more. But before going on to discuss briefly my arrangement 
of this exposition, I shall first set forth the causes that have induced me to write. 

I have often wondered that men who make a boast of professing the Christian 
religion, which is a religion of love, joy, peace, temperance and honest dealing 
with all men, should quarrel so fiercely and display the bitterest hatred towards 
one another day by day, so that these latter characteristics make known a man’s 
creed more readily than the former. Matters have long reached such a pass that a 
Christian, Turk, Jew or heathen can generally be recognised as such only by his 
physical appearance or dress, or by his attendance at a particular place of worship, 
or by his profession of a particular belief and his allegiance to some leader. But as 
for their way of life, it is the same for all. In seeking the causes of this unhappy 
state of affairs, I am quite certain that it stems from a wide-spread popular attitude 
of mind which looks on the ministries of the Church as dignities, its offices as posts 
of emolument and its pastors as eminent personages. For as soon as the Church’s 
true function began to be thus distorted, every worthless fellow felt an intense de- 
sire to enter holy orders, and eagerness to spread abroad God’s religion degener- 


2 (Tacitus, Annals, I, 12.—S S ] 


Preface 


ated into base avarice and ambition. The very temple became a theatre where, in- 
stead of Church teachers, orators held forth, none of them actuated by desire to 
instruct the people, but keen to attract admiration, to criticise their adversaries be- 
fore the public, and to preach only such novel and striking doctrine as might gain 
the applause of the crowd. This inevitably gave rise to great quarrels, envy and ha- 
tred, which no passage of time could assuage. Little wonder, then, that of the old 
religion nothing is left but the outward form—wherein the common people seem 
to engage in base flattery of God rather than his worship—and that faith has be- 
come identical with credulity and biased dogma. But what dogma! — degrading 
rational man to beast, completely inhibiting man’s free judgment and his capac- 
ity to distinguish true from false, and apparently devised with the set purpose of 
utterly extinguishing the light of reason. Piety and religion—O everlasting God— 
take the form of ridiculous mysteries, and men who utterly despise reason, who 
reject and turn away from the intellect as naturally corrupt—these are the men 
(and this is of all things the most iniquitous) who are believed to possess the di- 
vine light! Surely, if they possessed but a spark of the divine light, they would not 
indulge in such arrogant ravings, but would study to worship God more wisely 
and to surpass their fellows in love, as they now do in hate. They would not per- 
secute so bitterly those who do not share their views: rather would they show com- 
passion, if their concern was for men’s salvation, and not for their own standing. 

Furthermore, if they did indeed possess some divine light, this would surely be 
manifested in their teaching. I grant that they have expressed boundless wonder 
at Scripture’s profound mysteries, yet I do not see that they have taught anything 
more than the speculations of Aristotelians or Platonists, and they have made 
Scripture conform to these so as to avoid appearing to be the followers of hea- 
thens. It was not enough for them to share in the delusions of the Greeks: they 
have sought to represent the prophets as sharing in these same delusions. This 
surely shows quite clearly that they do not even glimpse the divine nature of Scrip- 
ture, and the more enthusiastic their admiration of these mysteries, the more 
clearly they reveal that their attitude to Scripture is one of abject servility rather 
than belief. And this is further evident from the fact that most of them assume as 
a basic principle for the understanding of Scripture and for extracting its true 
meaning that it is throughout truthful and divine—a conclusion which ought to 
be the end result of study and strict examination; and they lay down at the outset 
as a principle of interpretation that which would be far more properly derived 
from Scripture itself, which stands in no need of human fabrications. 

When I pondered over these facts, that the light of reason is not only despised 
but is condemned by many as a source of impiety, that merely human supposi- 
tions are regarded as divine doctrine and that credulity is looked upon as faith; 
and when I saw that the disputes of philosophers are raging with violent passion 
in Church and Court and are breeding bitter hatred and faction which readily 
turn men to sedition, together with other ills too numerous to recount here, I de- 
liberately resolved to examine Scripture afresh, conscientiously and freely, and to 
admit nothing as its teaching which I did not most clearly derive from it. With this 
precaution I formulated a method of interpreting the Bible, and thus equipped I 
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began first of all to seek answers to these questions: What is prophecy? In what 
way did God reveal himself to the prophets? Why were these men acceptable to 
God? Was it because they attained rare heights in their understanding of God and 
Nature? Or was it only because of their piety? With the answers to these questions 
I had no difficulty in deciding that the authority of the prophets carries weight 
only in matters concerning morality and true virtue, and that in other matters their 
beliefs are irrelevant to us. 

I then went on to enquire why the Hebrews were called God’s chosen people. 
When I realised that this was for no other reason than that God chose for them a 
certain territory where they might live in security and wellbeing, I was led to un- 
derstand that the Law revealed by God to Moses was simply the laws of the He- 
brew state alone, and was therefore binding on none but the Hebrews, and not 
even on them except while their state still stood. Furthermore, to ascertain 
whether Scripture taught that the human intellect is naturally corrupt, I resolved 
to enquire whether universal religion—i.e. the divine law revealed to all mankind 
through the Prophets and the Apostles— differed from the teachings of the natu- 
ral light of reason; and, again, whether miracles contravene the order of Nature, 
and whether they demonstrate God’s existence and providence with greater clar- 
ity and certainty than events which we understand clearly and distinctly through 
their prime causes. 

Now I found nothing expressly taught in Scripture that was not in agreement 
with the intellect or that contradicted it, and I also came to see that the prophets 
taught only very simple doctrines easily comprehensible by all, setting them forth 
in such a style and confirming them by such reasoning as would most likely in- 
duce the people’s devotion to God. So I was completely convinced that Scripture 
does not in any way inhibit reason and has nothing to do with philosophy, each 
standing on its own footing. To demonstrate this in logical order and to settle the 
whole question conclusively, I show in what way Scripture must be interpreted, 
and howall our understanding of Scripture and of matters spiritual must be sought 
from Scripture alone, and not from the sort of knowledge that derives from the 
natural light of reason. I then pass on to indicate the prejudiced beliefs that orig- 
inate from the fact that the common people, prone to superstition and prizing the 
legacy of time above eternity itself, worship the books of Scripture rather than the 
Word of God. Thereafter I show that the revealed Word of God is not to be iden- 
tified with a certain number of books, but is a simple conception of the divine 
mind as revealed to the prophets; and that is—to obey God with all one’s heart by 
practising justice and charity. I point out how this teaching in Scripture is adapted 
to the understanding and beliefs of those to whom the Prophets and Apostles were 
wont to proclaim the Word of God, with the purpose that men might embrace it 
willingly and with all their heart. Then, the fundamental principles of faith being 
now made clear, I reach the conclusion that the object of knowledge by revela- 
tion is nothing other than obedience, and so it is completely distinct from natu- 
ral knowledge in its purpose, its basis and its method, that these two have nothing 
in common, that they each have a separate province that does not intrude on the 
other, and that neither should be regarded as ancillary to the other. 
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Furthermore, as men’s ways of thinking vary considerably and different beliefs 
are better suited to different men, and what moves one to reverence provokes 
ridicule in another, I repeat the conclusion already stated, that everyone should 
be allowed freedom of judgment and the right to interpret the basic tenets of his 
faith as he thinks fit, and that the moral value of a man’s creed should be judged 
only from his works. In this way all men would be able to obey God whole- 
heartedly and freely, and only justice and charity would be held in universal esteem. 

After thus making clear the freedom granted to every man by the revelation of 
the Divine Law, I pass on to the second part of our subject, namely, the claim that 
this freedom can be granted without detriment to public peace or to the right of 
civil authorities, and should be so granted, and cannot be withheld without great 
danger to peace and grave harm to the entire commonwealth. To establish these 
points, I begin with the natural right of the individual; this is co-extensive with the 
individual’s desire and power. Nobody is bound by natural right to live as another 
pleases, each man being the guardian of his own freedom. I go on to prove that 
nobody can really part with this right except by transferring his power of self- 
defence to another, and he to whom each man has transferred his right to live as 
he pleases together with his power of self-defence must necessarily retain absolute 
control over this natural right. Hence I show that those who hold the sovereignty 
possess the right over everything that is within their power and are the sole 
guardians of law and freedom, and that subjects should act in all matters solely in 
accordance with the sovereign’s decree. However, since nobody can so deprive 
himself of the power of self-defence as to cease to be a human being, I conclude 
that nobody can be absolutely deprived of his natural rights, and that by a quasi- 
natural right subjects do retain some rights which cannot be taken from them 
without imperilling the state, and which therefore are either tacitly conceded or 
explicitly agreed by the rulers. 

From these considerations I pass on to the Hebrew commonwealth, which I 
describe at some length so as to show in what way and by whose decision religion 
began to acquire the force of law, together with numerous other incidental mat- 
ters of interest. Thereafter I prove that governments are the guardians and inter- 
preters of religious law as well as civil law, and they alone have the right to decide 
what is just and unjust, what is pious and impious. I finally conclude that they 
can best retain this right and preserve the state in safety only by granting to the in- 
dividual citizen the right to have his own opinions and to say what he thinks. 

Such, learned reader, are the topics which I here submit for your considera- 
tion, topics which I am sure you will find interesting by reason of the great im- 
portance of the issues discussed in the entire work and in each separate chapter. 
I would say more, but I do not want my Preface to expand to a volume, especially 
since I believe its main points are quite familiar to philosophers. To others I seek 
not to commend this treatise, for I have no reason to expect them to approve it in 
any way. I know how deeply rooted in the mind are the prejudices embraced un- 
der the guise of piety. I know, too, that the masses can no more be freed from their 
superstition than from their fears. Finally, I know that they are unchanging in their 
obstinacy, that they are not guided by reason, and that their praise and blame is 
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at the mercy of impulse. Therefore I do not invite the common people to read 
this work, nor all those who are victims of the same emotional attitudes. Indeed, 
I would prefer that they disregard this book completely rather than make them- 
selves a nuisance by misinterpreting it after their wont. For without any advantage 
to themselves they would stand in the way of others for whom a more liberal ap- 
proach to philosophical questions is prevented by this one obstacle, that they 
believe that reason must be the handmaiden of theology. These latter, I am con- 
fident, will derive great profit from this work. 

However, as there are many who will not have the leisure, or perhaps the in- 
clination, to peruse the whole of this work, I feel obliged to state at this point, as 
also at the conclusion of the treatise, that I have written nothing that I would not 
willingly submit to the scrutiny and judgment of my country’s government. If any- 
thing of what I say is deemed by them to contravene the laws of our country or to 
be injurious to the common good, I am ready to withdraw it. I realise that I am 
human and may have erred. But I have taken great pains to avoid error and to en- 
sure that my writing should be in complete agreement with our country’s laws, 
with piety, and with morality. 


CHAPTER 1 
Of Prophecy! 


Prophecy, or revelation, is the sure knowledge of some matter revealed by God to 
man. A prophet is one who interprets God’s revelations to those who cannot at- 
tain to certain knowledge of the matters revealed, and can therefore be convinced 
of them only by simple faith. For the Hebrew word for prophet is ‘nabi’,* that is, 
speaker and interpreter; but it is always used in Scripture in the sense of inter- 
preter of God, as we gather from Exodus chapter 7 v. 1, where God says to Moses, 
“See, I have made thee a God to Pharaoh, and Aaron thy brother shall be thy 
prophet.” This implies that because Aaron was acting the part of prophet in in- 
terpreting Moses’ words to Pharaoh, Moses would be to Pharaoh as God, or one 
acting in God’s place. 

Prophets will be the subject of my next chapter; here I shall treat of prophecy. 
From the definition given above, it follows that natural knowledge can be called 
prophecy, for the knowledge that we acquire by the natural light of reason depends 
solely on knowledge of God and of his eternal decrees. However, since this natu- 
ral knowledge is common to all men— for it rests on foundations common to all 
men— it is not so highly prized by the multitude who are ever eager for what is 
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strange and foreign to their own nature, despising their natural gifts. Therefore 
prophetic knowledge is usually taken to exclude natural knowledge. Nevertheless, 
the latter has as much right as any other kind of knowledge to be called divine, 
since it is dictated to us, as it were, by God’s nature insofar as we participate 
therein, and by God’s decrees. It is no different from what is generally termed di- 
vine knowledge except that the latter transcends the bounds of the former and 
cannot be accounted for by the laws of human nature considered in themselves. 
Yet in respect of the certainty involved in natural knowledge and the source from 
which it derives, i.e. God, it is in no way inferior to prophetic knowledge. I dis- 
count the fantastic view that the prophets had human bodies but nonhuman 
minds, so that their sensations and consciousness were of an entirely different or- 
der from our own. 

But although natural knowledge is divine, its professors cannot be called 
prophets;* for the rest of mankind can apprehend and be convinced of what they 
teach with an assurance in no way inferior to theirs, and it is not through mere 
faith that they do so. 

Since, then, the human mind contains the nature of God within itself in con- 
cept, and partakes thereof, and is thereby enabled to form certain basic ideas 
that explain natural phenomena and inculcate morality, we are justified in as- 
setting that the nature of mind, insofar as it is thus conceived, is the primary 
cause of divine revelation. For, as I have just pointed out, all that we clearly and 
distinctly understand is dictated to us by the idea and nature of God—not in- 
deed in words, but in a far superior way and one that agrees excellently with the 
nature of mind, as everyone who has tasted intellectual certainty has doubtless 
experienced in his own case.? However, my main purpose being to treat only of 
what concerns Scripture alone, these few words on the natural light will suffice. 
So I pass on to treat more fully of other sources of knowledge, and other means 
by which God reveals to man that which transcends the bounds of natural 
knowledge—and also that which is within its scope, for there is nothing to pre- 
vent God from communicating by other means to man that which we can know 
by the natural light. 

However, our discussion must be confined to what is drawn only from Scrip- 
ture. For what can we say of things transcending the bounds of our intellect ex- 
cept what is transmitted to us by the prophets by word or writing? And since there 
are no prophets among us today, as far as I know, our only recourse is to peruse 
the sacred books left to us by the prophets of old, taking care, however, not to make 
metaphorical interpretations or to attribute anything to the prophets which they 
themselves did not clearly declare. Now it is important to note here that the Jews 
never make mention of intermediate or particular causes nor pay any heed to 
them, but to serve religion and piety or, as it is commonly called, devoutness, they 
refer everything to God. For example, if they make money by some transaction, 
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they say it has come to them from God; if it happens that they desire something, 
they say that God has so disposed their hearts; and if some thought enters their 
heads, they say that God has told them this. Hence we must not accept as 
prophecy and supernatural knowledge whatever Scripture says God told some- 
one, but only what Scripture expressly declares, or can be deduced from the par- 
ticular context, to have been prophecy or revelation. 

An examination of the Bible will show us that everything that God revealed to 
the prophets was revealed either by words, or by appearances, or by a combina- 
tion of both. The words and appearances were either real and independent of the 
imagination of the prophet who heard or saw, or they were imaginary, the 
prophet’s imagination being so disposed, even in waking hours, as to convince 
him that he heard something or saw something. 

With a real voice God revealed to Moses the laws which he willed to be en- 
joined on the Hebrews, as is clear from Exodus ch. 25 v. 22 where God says, “And 
there I will meet with thee and commune with thee from that part of the cover 
which is between the two Cherubim.” This clearly shows that God employed a 
real voice, since Moses found God there ready to speak with him whenever he 
wished. This voice, whereby the Law was proclaimed, was the only instance of a 
real voice, as I shall presently show. 

There may be a case for believing that the voice with which God called Samuel 
was real, for in 1 Sam. ch. 3 v. 21 we read, “And the Lord appeared to Samuel again 
in Shiloh, for the Lord revealed himself to Samuel in Shiloh by the word of the 
Lord,” implying that the appearing of the Lord to Samuel consisted in God’s man- 
ifesting himself to him by word; that is to say, Samuel heard God speaking. How- 
ever, since we are required to make a distinction between the prophesying of Moses 
and that of other prophets, we are bound to take the view that this voice heard by 
Samuel was imaginary. This view is supported by the fact that the voice resembled 
the voice of Eli, which was quite familiar to Samuel, and so might be the more 
readily imagined. When thrice called by God, he thought it was Eli calling. 

The voice heard by Abimelech was imaginary, for in Gen. ch. 20 v. 6 we read, 
“And God said unto him in a dream. . . .” So the will of God was conveyed to him 
not in waking hours but in sleep, a time when the imagination is not naturally apt 
to depict what is most existent. 

Some Jews take the view that the words of the Decalogue were not pronounced 
by God, but that the Israelites heard only a noise without distinct words, and 
during its continuance they apprehended the Ten Commandments by direct in- 
tuition. I was at one time inclined to this view, seeing that the words of the Deca- 
logue in Exodus differ from the words of the Decalogue in Deuteronomy. Since 
God spoke only once, it would seem to follow that the Decalogue is intended to 
convey the meaning, and not the actual words, of God. However, unless we would 
do violence to Scripture, it must undoubtedly be conceded that what the Israelites 
heard was a real voice; for in Deut. ch. 5 v. 4 it expressly says, “The Lord talked 
with you face to face,” that is, just as two men ordinarily exchange thoughts 
through the medium of their two bodies. So it would be more in conformity with 
Scripture that God did really create a voice by which he revealed the Decalogue. 
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As for the reason for the discrepancy in the wording and reasoning of the two ver- 
sions, I refer you to Chapter 8. 

Yet even so, the difficulty is not entirely removed. It seems quite alien to rea- 
son to assert that a created thing, dependent on God in the same way as other cre- 
ated things, should be able to express or display, factually or verbally, through its 
own individuality, God’s essence or existence, declaring in the first person, “I am 
the Lord your God, etc.” Granted, when someone utters the words “I understand,” 
we all realise that it is the speaker’s mind, not his mouth, that understands. But it 
is because the mouth is identified with the person of the speaker, and also because 
the hearer knows what it is to understand, that he readily grasps the speaker’s 
meaning through comparison with himself. Now in the case of people who pre- 
viously knew nothing of God but his name, and desired to speak with him so as 
to be assured of his existence, I fail to see how their need was met through a cre- 
ated thing (which is no more related to God than are other created things, and 
does not pertain to God’s nature) which declared, “I am the Lord.” What if God 
had manipulated the lips of Moses—but why Moses? the lips of some beast—so 
as to pronounce the words “I am the Lord”? Would the people thereby have un- 
derstood God’s existence? 

Again, it is the indisputable meaning of Scripture that God himself spoke (for 
which purpose he descended from Heaven to Mount Sinai) and that not only did 
the Jews hear him speaking but their chief men even beheld him (Exodus ch. 24). 
Nor did the Law revealed to Moses—to which nothing might be added and from 
which nothing might be taken away, and which was established as the nation’s 
statutes— ever require us to believe that God is incorporeal or that he has no form 
or figure, but only that he is God, in whom the Jews must believe and whom alone 
they must worship. And to dissuade them from forsaking his worship, it forbade 
them to assign any image to him or to make any; for, as they had not seen God’s 
image, any image they could make would not resemble God but must necessar- 
ily resemble some created thing which they had seen. So when they worshipped 
God through that image, their thoughts would not be of God but of that which 
the image resembled, and so in the end they would attach to that thing the glory 
and worship of God. But indeed, Scripture does clearly indicate that God has a 
form, and that when Moses heard God speaking, it befell him to see God, but to 
behold only his back parts. So I have no doubt that here lies some mystery, which 
I shall discuss more fully later on. For the present I shall go on to point out those 
passages in Scripture which indicate the means whereby God has revealed his de- 
crees to man. 

That revelation has occurred through images alone is clear from 1 Chron. ch. 
21, where God displays his anger to David through an angel grasping a sword. So, 
too, in the case of Balaam. Maimonides and some others take the view that this 
and all other instances of an apparition of an angel—as to Manoah and to Abra- 
ham when he was about to sacrifice his son—occurred in dreams, on the grounds 
that nobody could have seen an angel with his eyes open. But this is mere rubbish. 
They are concerned only to extort from Scripture some Aristotelian nonsense and 
some fabrications of their own; and this I regard as the height of absurdity. 
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It was by images, unreal and dependent only on the prophet’s imagination, that 
God revealed to Joseph his future dominion. 

It was through images and words that God revealed to Joshua that he himself 
would fight on their behalf. He caused to appear to him an angel with a sword as 
if to lead his army, and he had also revealed this in words, which Joshua had heard 
from an angel. In the case of Isaiah, too (ch. 6), it was conveyed to him through 
a vision that God’s providence was forsaking the people: he saw God, the thrice 
Holy, sitting on his throne on high, and the Israelites stained with the filth of their 
sins, sunk in foulness, and thus far removed from God. Thereby he understood 
the present miserable plight of the people, while its future calamities were re- 
vealed to him by words that seemed to issue from God. I could quote many sim- 
ilar examples from the Bible, but I think they are sufficiently familiar to all. 

But the position here outlined receives even clearer confirmations in Num- 
bers ch. 12 v. 6, 7, “If there be a prophet among you, I the Lord will make myself 
known unto him in a vision (that is, through figures and symbols, for in the case 
of Moses’ prophecy God declared that there was vision without symbols) and I 
will speak unto him in a dream (that is, not in actual words and a real voice). But 
not thus (will I reveal myself) to Moses. With him will I speak mouth to mouth, 
by seeing and not by dark speeches, and the similitude of the Lord shall he be- 
hold”; that is to say, beholding me as a friend might do, and not in terror, shall he 
speak with me— Exodus ch. 33 v. 11. Therefore there can be no doubt that other 
prophets did not hear a real voice, and this is further confirmed by Deut. ch. 34 
v. 10, “And there stood (meaning ‘arose’) not a prophet since in Israel like unto 
Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face,” which must be taken to mean ‘through 
voice alone’, for not even Moses ever saw the Lord’s face (Exodus ch. 33). 

These are the only means of communication between God and man that I find 
in the Bible, and so, as I have previously shown, no other means should be alleged 
or admitted. We may quite clearly understand that God can communicate with 
man without mediation, for he communicates his essence to our minds without 
employing corporeal means. Nevertheless, a man who can perceive by pure in- 
tuition that which is not contained in the basic principles of our cognition and 
cannot be deduced therefrom must needs possess a mind whose excellence far 
surpasses the human mind. Therefore I do not believe that anyone has attained 
such a degree of perfection surpassing all others, except Christ. To him God’s or- 
dinances leading men to salvation were revealed not by words or by visions, but di- 
rectly, so that God manifested himself to the Apostles through the mind of Christ 
as he once did to Moses through an audible voice. The Voice of Christ can thus be 
called the Voice of God in the same way as that which Moses heard. In that sense 
it can also be said that the Wisdom of God—that is, wisdom that is more than 
human— took on human nature in Christ, and that Christ was the way of salvation. 

But I must here ask it to be noted that I am certainly not alluding to the doc- 
trines held by some Churches about Christ, nor am I denying them; for I freely 
confess that I do not understand them. What I have just stated I gather from Scrip- 
ture itself. Nowhere have I read that God appeared to Christ or spoke with him, 
but that God was revealed to the Apostles through Christ, that Christ is the way 
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of salvation, that the ancient Law was transmitted through an angel, not directly 
by God and so on. Therefore, if Moses spoke with God face to face as a man may 
do with his fellow (that is, through the medium of their two bodies), then Christ 
communed with God mind to mind. 

Therefore we may conclude that, with the exception of Christ, God’s revela- 
tions were received only with the aid of the imaginative faculty, to wit, with the 
aid of words or images. Hence it was not a more perfect mind that was needed for 
the gift of prophecy, but a more lively imaginative faculty, as I shall demonstrate 
more clearly in the next chapter. At this point we must ask what is meant in the 
Bible by the prophets’ being filled with the Spirit of God, or the prophets speak- 
ing with the Spirit of God. To this end we must first ask the meaning of the 
Hebrew word ‘ru’ah’, which is commonly translated as Spirit.’ 

The basic meaning of the word ‘ru’ah’ is wind, as is well known, but it is often 
used in many other senses, which nevertheless derive from this source. It is used 
to mean: 

l. Breath. Psalm 135 v. 17, “Neither is there any Spirit in their mouths.” 

2. Life, or breathing. 1 Samuel ch. 30 v. 12, “His Spirit came again to him,” 
that is, he started breathing. 

3. Hence, courage and strength, as in Joshua ch. 2 v. 11, “Neither did there 
remain any more spirit in any man.” Likewise Ezekiel ch. 2 v. 2, “And the Spirit 
(i.e. strength) entered into me and set me on my feet.” 

4. Hence—virtue or capacity, as in Job ch. 32 v. 8, “But there is a Spirit in 
man,” that is, wisdom is not to be sought exclusively among the old, for I now see 
that it depends on the virtue and capacity of the individual person. So also Num- 
bers ch. 27 v. 18, “...a man in whom there is the Spirit.” 

5. Disposition of mind. Numbers ch. 14 v. 24, “. . . because he had another 
Spirit in him,” that is, a different disposition or attitude of mind. Likewise Proverbs 
ch. 1v. 23, “I will pour out my Spirit unto you,” that is, my mind. In this sense, too, 
it is used to mean will, or decision, desire, and urge, as in Ezekiel ch. 1 v. 12, 
“Whither the Spirit was to go, they went.” Likewise Isaiah ch. 30 v. 1, “.. . for weav- 
ing schemes, but not of my Spirit.” Also ch. 29 v. 10, “. . . for the Lord hath poured 
out on you the Spirit (i.e. the desire) of deep sleep.” Also Judges ch. 8 v. 3, “... 
then their Spirit (i.e. urge) was abated.” Likewise Proverbs ch. 16 v. 32, “He that 
ruleth his Spirit (i.e. desire) is better than he who taketh a city.” Again, ch. 25 v. 
28, “He that hath no rule over his own Spirit.” Also Isaiah ch. 33 v. 11, “Your Spirit 
as fire shall devour you.” Moreover, the word “ru’ah,.” insofar as it means the mind, 
serves to express all the passions, and also the gifts, of the mind. Lofty spirit means 
pride, lowly spirit humility, evil spirit hatred and melancholy, good spirit kindli- 
ness. There is the spirit of jealousy, the spirit (i.e. desire) of fornication, the spirit 
of wisdom, of counsel, of bravery, that is to say (Hebrew tends to use nouns rather 
than adjectives), a wise, prudent, courageous mind, or the virtue of wisdom, pru- 
dence, courage. Then there is the spirit of kindness, and so on. 
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6. Mind itself, or Soul, as in Eccles. ch. 3 v. 19, “They all have the one Spirit 
(or Soul)”; “... and the Spirit shall return to God.”* 

7. Finally, it can mean the quarters of the world (because of the winds that 
blow thence), and also the sides of any thing facing towards those quarters. See 
Ezekiel ch. 37 v. 9, and ch. 42 v. 16, 17, 18, 19 ete. 

We should now note that a thing is referred to God and said to be of God in 
the following ways: 

l. As belonging to God’s nature, being, so to speak, a part of God, in such 
phrases as ‘the power of God, ‘the eyes of God.’ 

2. Because it is in God’s power and acts at God’s behest, as in the Bible the 
heavens are called ‘the heavens of God, as being God’s chariot and habitation, 
Assyria is called ‘the scourge of God,’ Nebuchadnezzar, ‘the servant of God’ and 
so on. 

3. As being dedicated to God; e.g. ‘the temple of God, ‘a Nazarene of God, 
‘the bread of God’ and so on. 

4. As being told us by the prophets, not revealed through the natural light of 
reason. Thus the Law of Moses is called the Law of God. 

5. As an expression of the superlative degree, as ‘the mountains of God, that 
is, very high mountains; ‘the sleep of God, that is, very deep sleep. In this sense 
we should explain Amos ch. 4 v. 11, where God himself says, “I have overthrown 
you as the overthrow of the Lord came upon Sodom and Gomorrah,” meaning 
that memorable overthrow; for since God is speaking in the first person, the pas- 
sage cannot properly be explained in any other way. The natural wisdom of 
Solomon, too, is called ‘the wisdom of God’; that is, divine, or above normal. In 
the Psalms, too, cedars are called ‘the cedars of God’ to express their extraordinary 
size. And in 1 Samuel ch. 11 v. 7, “. . . and the fear of God fell upon the people,” 
very great fear is meant. 

In this same sense, whatever the Jews did not understand, being at that time 
ignorant of its natural causes, was referred to God.” Thus a storm was called the 
chiding of God, thunder and lightning were called the arrows of God, for they 
thought that God kept the winds shut up in caves, which they called the treasur- 
ies of God. In this belief they differed from the Gentiles, in that they believed the 
ruler of the winds to be God, not Aeolus. For the same reason miracles are called 
the works of God, that is, wonderful works. For surely all natural phenomena are 
the works of God, existing and acting through the divine power alone. So in this 
sense the Psalmist calls the Egyptian miracles ‘the powers of God, because, to the 
surprise of the Hebrews, they opened the way to salvation in the midst of perils, 
thus evoking their extreme wonder. 

Since unusual works of Nature are called works of God, and trees of unusual 
size are called trees of God, it should occasion us no surprise that in Genesis men 
of extraordinary strength and great stature are called sons of God, although impi- 
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ous robbers and whoremongers. So any quality whatsoever whereby one surpassed 
all others used to be referred to God in olden days, and not only by Jews but by 
Gentiles too. When Pharaoh heard the interpretation of his dream, he said that 
Joseph possessed the mind of the gods; and Nebuchadnezzar, too, told Daniel that 
he possessed the mind of the holy gods. Indeed, this is quite common in Latin lit- 
erature. Works of art are said to have been ‘wrought by a divine hand, which, trans- 
lated into Hebrew, would be ‘wrought by the hand of God, as any Hebrew scholar 
would know. 

So those passages of Scripture that make mention of the Spirit of God can now 
be readily understood and explained. In certain passages ‘the Spirit of God’ and 
‘the Spirit of Jehovah’ mean simply a very fierce, dry, deadly wind, as in Isaiah ch. 
40 v. 7, “the wind of Jehovah blew upon it,” that is, a very dry, deadly wind. Also 
Genesis ch. | v. 2, “... and the wind of God moved upon the water,” i.e. a very 
strong wind. Then again, it is used to mean high courage. The courage of Gideon 
and of Samson is called in the Bible ‘the Spirit of God, that is, a bold disposition, 
ready for anything. So, too, any virtue or power above the normal is called the 
Spirit (i.e. Virtue) of God, as in Exodus ch. 31 v. 3, “... and I will fill him (Beza- 
leel) with the Spirit of God,” that is, as Scripture explains, with talent and skill 
above the common lot of mankind. Similarly, Isaiah ch. 11 v. 2, “and the Spirit 
of the Lord shall rest upon him,” that is, as the prophet goes on to explain in more 
detail in the manner customary to biblical writing, the virtue of wisdom, of coun- 
sel, of might and so on. So, too, the melancholy of Saul is called ‘the evil Spirit 
of God, that is, a very profound melancholy; for Saul’s servants who called his 
melancholy ‘the melancholy of God’ suggested to him that he should send for a 
musician to divert him by playing the harp, which indicates that by the melan- 
choly of God they understood a natural melancholy. 

Again, the Spirit of God can mean man’s mind, as in Job ch. 27 v. 3, “... and 
the Spirit of God in my nostrils,” the allusion being to Genesis “And God breathed 
into man’s nostrils the breath of life.” So, too, Ezekiel, prophesying to the dead 
(ch. 37 v. 14), “. . . and I shall put my Spirit into you and ye shall live,” that is, I 
shall restore you to life. The same meaning occurs in Job ch. 34 v. 14, “if he will 
(meaning God), he will gather unto himself his Spirit (that is, the mind he has 
given us) and his breath.” In the same way we should understand Genesis ch. 6 
v. 3, “my Spirit shall not always reason (or strive) in man, for that he is flesh”; that 
is, man hereafter will act from the dictates of his flesh, and not of the mind which 
I gave him so that he might discern the good. So, too, Psalm 51 v. 10, 11, “Create 
in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a seemly (or orderly) Spirit (that is, de- 
sire) in me. Cast me not away from Thy presence, and take not the Spirit of Thy 
holiness from me.” Since sin was believed to arise from the flesh alone and the 
mind was the cause of only good impulses, he invokes God’s help against fleshly 
desire, but he prays that the mind which God, the Holy One, gave him, should 
be preserved merely. 

Again, since Scripture, in concession to the frailty of the multitude, is wont to 
depict God in the likeness of man and to attribute to him mind, heart, emotions, 
and even body and breath, the Spirit of God is often used in the Bible to mean 
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the mind, disposition, emotion, strength and breath of God. Thus Isaiah ch. 40 v. 
13, “Who hath directed the Spirit (i.e. mind) of God?” that is, who but God him- 
self has determined God’s mind to will anything; and ch. 63 v. 10, “. . . and with 
bitterness and pain they vexed his Holy Spirit.” Hence it comes to be used for the 
Law of Moses, which displays God’s mind, as it were; as in Isaiah ch. 63 v. 11, 
“Where is he that put his Holy Spirit within him?” — to wit, the Law of Moses, as 
can be gathered from the context. Also Nehemiah ch. 9 v. 20, “Thou gavest also 
Thy good Spirit (i.e. mind) to instruct them,” for he is speaking of the occasion of 
the giving of the Law. And the same allusion is made in Deut. ch. 4 v. 6 where 
Moses says, “for this (namely, the Law) is your wisdom and your understanding.” 
So, too, Psalm 143 v. 10 “Thy good Spirit will lead me unto the level land,” that 
is, your mind revealed to me will lead me to the right way. 

The Spirit of God may also mean, as we have seen, the breath of God; for 
breath, too, just like mind, heart and body, is incorrectly attributed to God in 
Scripture, as in Psalm 33 v. 6. Again, it can mean the power, force, or virtue of 
God, as in Job ch. 33 v. 4, “The Spirit of God hath made me,” that is, the virtue 
or power, or, if you prefer, the decree of God. For the Psalmist, in the language 
of poetry, also says, “By the command of God were the heavens made, and all the 
host of them by the spirit (or breath) of his mouth,” that is, by his decree, uttered, 
as it were, in one breath. Likewise, in Psalm 139 v. 7, “Whither shall I go from thy 
Spirit, or whither shall I flee from thy sight?” That is, as the Psalmist goes on to 
amplify his words, Whither can I go as to beyond thy power and thy presence? 

Finally, the Spirit of God is used in the Bible to express the emotions of God, 
namely, his kindness and his mercy, as in Micah ch. 2 v. 7, “Is the Spirit of the 
Lord (that is, his mercy) straitened? Are these (cruelties) his works?” Likewise 
Zechariah ch. 4 v. 6, “Not by my might, nor by power, but by my Spirit alone,” 
that is, by my mercy. It is also in this sense, I think, that we should understand ch. 
7. v. 12 of the same prophet, “They made their hearts of adamant stone, lest they 
should obey the Law and the commands that God hath sent from his Spirit (that 
is, his mercy) by the prophets of old.” In the same sense, again, Haggai says, “My 
Spirit (i.e. my grace) remains among you. Fear ye not” (ch. 2 v. 5). 

As for Isaiah ch. 48 v. 16, “And now the Lord God, and his Spirit, hath sent 
me,” this can be taken as referring either to God’s merciful heart or to his mind 
as revealed in the Law. For he says, “From the beginning (that is, from the time 
when I first came to you to preach God’s anger and his sentence pronounced 
against you) I spoke not in secret. From the time when sentence was pronounced, 
there was I (as he himself has testified in ch. 7); but now I am a messenger of joy, 
sent by God’s mercy to prophesy your restoration.” But he can also, as I said, be 
understood as referring to God’s mind as revealed in the Law, meaning that he 
had come to warn them again by command of the Law, namely, Leviticus ch. 19 
v. 17; and therefore he warns them in the same circumstances and the same man- 
ner as Moses was wont to warn them, and like Moses, he ends by preaching the 
restoration. However, the first explanation seems to me more likely. 

To return now to the main purpose of this chapter, the following Scriptural ex- 
pressions are now quite clear: the Spirit of the Lord was upon a prophet, the Lord 
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poured his Spirit into men, men were filled with the Spirit of God and with the 
Holy Spirit and so on. They mean merely this, that the prophets were endowed 
with an extraordinary virtue exceeding the normal,* and that they devoted them- 
selves to piety with especial constancy. Furthermore, they perceived the mind and 
thought of God; for we have seen that in Hebrew ‘Spirit’ means both the mind and 
the mind’s thoughts, and it was for this reason that the Law, since it displays the 
mind of God, is called the Spirit or the mind of God. Therefore the imaginative 
faculty of the prophets, insofar as it was the instrument for the revelation of God’s 
decrees, could equally well be called the mind of God, and the prophets could be 
said to have possessed the mind of God. Now the mind of God and his eternal 
thoughts are inscribed in our minds, too, and therefore we also, in Scriptural lan- 
guage, perceive the mind of God. But since natural knowledge is common to all 
men, it is not so highly prized, as I have already said, and particularly in the case 
of the Hebrews, who vaunted themselves above all men—indeed, despising all 
men, and consequently the sort of knowledge that is common to all men. 

Finally, the prophets were said to possess the Spirit of God because men did 
not know the causes of prophetic knowledge, which evoked their wonder. They 
therefore referred it like all other portents to God, and were wont to call it divine 
knowledge. 

We can now have no hesitation in affirming that the prophets perceived God’s 
revelations with the aid of the imaginative faculty alone, that is, through the 
medium of words or images, either real or imaginary. Since we find no mention 
in Scripture of any other means than these, it is not permissible for us to invent 
any, as I have already made clear. As to the particular laws of Nature involved in 
revelation, I confess my ignorance. I might, indeed, have followed others in say- 
ing that it happened through the power of God, but this would be mere quibbling: 
it would be the same as trying to explain the specific reality of a particular thing 
by means of some transcendental term. For everything takes place through the 
power of God. Indeed, since Nature’s power is nothing but the power of God, it 
is beyond doubt that ignorance of natural causes is the measure of our ignorance 
of the power of God. So it is folly to have recourse to the power of God when we 
do not know the natural cause of some phenomenon —that is, when we do not 
know the power of God. However, there is no need anyway for us now to have 
an understanding of the cause of prophetic knowledge. As I have already indi- 
cated, our enquiry is here confined to the teachings of Scripture, with view to 
drawing our own conclusions from these, as from data presented by Nature. The 
causes of these Scriptural teachings are not our concern. 

Since, then, the prophets perceived the revelations of God with the aid of the 
imaginative faculty, they may doubtless have perceived much that is beyond the 
limits of intellect. For many more ideas can be constructed from words and im- 
ages than merely from the principles and axioms on which our entire natural 
knowledge is based. 


* See Supplementary Note 3. 
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Now we see why the perceptions and the teachings of the prophets were nearly 
all in the form of parables and allegories, and why all spiritual matters were ex- 
pressed in corporeal form; for this is more appropriate to the imaginative faculty. 
We shall no longer wonder why Scripture, or the prophets, speak so strangely or 
obscurely of the Spirit, or mind, of God, as in Numbers ch. 11 v. 17 and in 1 Kings 
ch. 22 v. 2 etc., and again why God was seen by Micaiah as seated, by Daniel as 
an old man clothed in white garments, by Ezekiel as fire, why the Holy Spirit was 
seen by those with Christ as a dove descending, by the Apostles as tongues of 
flame, and by Paul at his conversion as a great light. All this is in full agreement 
with the common imagination of Gods and Spirits. 

Finally, the imaginative faculty being fleeting and inconstant, the gift of 
prophecy did not remain with the prophets for long, nor did it often occur; it was 
very rare, manifesting itself in very few men, and infrequently even in them. This 
being so, we must now enquire whence the prophets derived their certainty of 
what they perceived merely through their imagination rather than through as- 
sured rational principles. However, on this point it is to Scripture that we must 
once again have recourse, since on this subject, as I have said, we possess no sci- 
entific knowledge, which is to say that we cannot explain it through its first causes. 
What Scripture has to say on the certainty of the prophets will be the subject of 
the next chapter, which will be about the prophets. 


CHAPTER 2 


Of the Prophets 


It follows from the last chapter, as I have already stated, that the prophets were not 
endowed with a more perfect mind, but with a more vivid power of imagination. 
Scripture, too, provides ample material to confirm this. In the case of Solomon, 
it is clear that he surpassed others in wisdom, but not in the gift of prophecy. He- 
man, Darda and Kalkol were also men of outstanding wisdom, but not prophets;! 
on the other hand, countrymen who had no learning whatsoever— indeed, even 
women of humble station, like Hagar, the handmaiden of Abraham—were en- 
dowed with the gift of prophecy. This fact is in no way at variance with experience 
and reason. Those with a more powerful imagination are less fitted for purely in- 
tellectual activity, while those who devote themselves to the cultivation of their 
more powerful intellect, keep their imagination under greater control and re- 
straint, and they hold it in rein, as it were, so that it should not invade the province 
of intellect. 

Therefore those who look to find understanding and knowledge of things nat- 
ural and spiritual in the books of the Prophets go far astray. In response to the de- 
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mands of our age, of philosophy, and of truth itself, I have resolved to demonstrate 
this point at some length, disregarding the rantings of superstition, the bitter en- 
emy of those who are devoted to true knowledge and true morality. Alas, things 
have now come to such a pass that those who openly declare that they do not pos- 
sess the idea of God and that they know God only through created things (of 
whose causes they are ignorant) do not blush to accuse philosophers of atheism. 

To treat the subject methodically, I shall show that prophecy varied not only 
with the imagination and the temperament of each prophet but also with the be- 
liefs in which they had been brought up, and that their prophesying never made 
the prophets more learned, as I shall go on to explain in more detail. But I must 
first discuss the question of the certainty of the prophets, for two reasons: because 
it is relevant to the subject of this chapter, and also because it has some bearing 
on the general thesis I am seeking to prove. 

Imagination by itself, unlike every clear and distinct idea, does not of its own 
nature carry certainty with it.? In order that we may attain certainty of what we 
imagine, there has to be something in addition to imagination, namely, reason- 
ing. Hence it follows that prophecy cannot of itself carry certainty, because, as I 
have shown, it depended solely on the imagination. So the prophets were not as- 
sured of God’s revelation through the revelation itself, but through a sign. This is 
clear in the case of Abraham (Gen. ch. 15 v. 8) who, when he heard God’s prom- 
ise, asked for a sign. He did indeed believe in God, and he did not seek a sign so 
as to have faith in God, but to know that this was God’s promise to him. This is 
even clearer in the case of Gideon, who says to God, “Show mea sign (that I may 
know) that it is Thou who talkest to me.” See Judges ch. 6 v. 17. To Moses, too, 
God says, “And let this be a sign that I have sent thee.” Hezekiah, who had long 
known Isaiah to be a prophet, asked for a sign of the prophecy predicting his re- 
covery from sickness. This makes it clear that the prophets always received some 
sign to assure them of the certainty of their prophetic imaginings. It is for this rea- 
son that Moses warns the Jews (Deut. ch. 18, last verse) to seek a sign from the 
prophet, namely, the issue of some future event. In this respect, then, prophecy 
is inferior to natural knowledge, which needs no sign, but of its own nature car- 
ries certainty. 

Moreover, the certainty afforded by prophecy was not a mathematical cer- 
tainty, but only a moral certainty. This, again, is made clear in Scripture, for in 
Deut. ch. 13 Moses gives warning that if any prophet should seek to introduce 
new gods, even if he should confirm his teaching by signs and wonders, he must 
nevertheless be condemned to death. For, as Moses goes on to say, “The Lord also 
worketh signs and miracles to try his people.” Christ, too, gives his disciples a sim- 
ilar warning in Matthew ch. 24 v. 24. Indeed, Ezekiel clearly tells us (ch. 14 v. 9) 
that God sometimes deceives men by false revelations, “And when a prophet (that 
is, a false prophet) is deceived and hath spoken a thing, I, the Lord, have deceived 
that prophet.” Micaiah (1 Kings ch. 22 v. 23) bears a similar witness in the case of 
Ahab’s prophets. 


2 (Spinoza, Ethics, 2 40, Scholium 2.] 
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Although this seems to prove that prophetic revelation is a matter open to 
much doubt, it nevertheless did possess a considerable degree of certainty, as I 
have said. For God never deceives the good and his chosen ones: in accordance 
with the ancient proverb (1 Samuel ch. 24 v. 13), and as is clearly shown by the 
story of Abigail and her speech, God uses the good as the instruments of his good- 
ness and the wicked as the executors and tools of his wrath. This is also quite clear 
from the case of Micaiah quoted above: although God had resolved to deceive 
Ahab through prophets, he employed only false prophets, whereas to the good 
prophet he revealed what was true and did not forbid him to proclaim the truth. 
Still, the prophet’s certainty was only of a moral kind, as I have said; for nobody 
can justify himself before God, or boast that he is the instrument of God’s good- 
ness. This is what Scripture tells us, and shows in actuality; for God’s anger mis- 
led David to number the people, although Scripture bears ample witness to 
David’s piety. 

Therefore the certainty of the prophets was based entirely on these three con- 
siderations: 

l. That the things revealed were most vividly imagined, just as we are wont to 
be affected by objects in our waking hours. 

2. The occurrence of a sign. 

3. Lastly and most important, that the minds of the prophets were directed ex- 
clusively towards what was right and good. 

Although Scripture does not invariably make mention ofa sign, it should nev- 
ertheless be assumed that the prophets always received a sign. Scripture does not 
always relate in full every detail and circumstance, as many scholars have re- 
marked, but tends rather to take such things for granted. Furthermore, we can al- 
low that, when their prophecy revealed nothing beyond what was contained in 
the Law of Moses, the prophets stood in no need of a sign, for the Law was their 
assurance. For example, Jeremiah’s prophecy concerning the destruction of 
Jerusalem was supported by the prophecies of other prophets and by the threats 
of retribution contained in the Law, and so needed no sign; but Hananiah, who 
in the face of all the prophets prophesied the speedy restoration of the state, nec- 
essarily needed a sign, in the absence of which he ought to have doubted his 
prophecy until it might be confirmed by the event he had prophesied. See Jere- 
miah ch. 28 v. 9. 

Therefore the certainty acquired by the prophets from signs was not a mathe- 
matical certainty—that is, the certainty that necessarily derives from the appre- 
hension of what is apprehended or seen—but only of a moral kind, and the signs 
were vouchsafed only to convince the prophet. It therefore follows that the signs 
vouchsafed were suited to the beliefs and capacity of the prophet. A sign that 
would validate his prophecy for one prophet might fail to convince another who 
held different beliefs, and so the signs varied in the case of each prophet. Simi- 
larly, revelation also varied, as we have said, in the case of each prophet accord- 
ing to his temperament, the nature of his imagination, and the beliefs he had 
previously held. It varied with temperament in this way, that if the prophet was of 
a cheerful disposition, then victories, peace and other joyful events were revealed 
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to him; for it is on things of this kind that the imagination of such people dwells. 
If he was of a gloomy disposition, then wars, massacres, and all kinds of calami- 
ties were revealed to him. And just as a prophet might be merciful, gentle, wrath- 
ful, stern and so forth, so he was more fitted for a particular kind of revelation. In 
the same way, too, revelation varied with the type of imagination. If the prophet 
was a man of culture, it was also in a cultivated way that he perceived God’s mind; 
if he lacked an orderly mind, in a disorderly way. The same applies to revelations 
that took the form of images; the visions were of oxen and cows and the like if the 
prophet was a countryman, of captains and armies in the case of a soldier, of a 
royal throne and suchlike if he was a courtier. Finally, prophecy varied with the 
different beliefs of the prophets. To the Magi (see Matth. ch. 2) who believed in 
the follies of astrology, Christ’s birth was revealed through imagining a star rising 
in the East. To the augurs of Nebuchadnezzar (see Ezekiel ch. 21 v. 26) the de- 
struction of Jerusalem was revealed in entrails, whereas the king himself under- 
stood it from oracles and from the flight of arrows which he shot into the air. To 
those prophets who believed that men act from free choice and from their own 
power, God was revealed as one who is aloof and unaware of future human ac- 
tions. All this we shall illustrate by individual cases taken from Scripture. 

The first point is evident from the case of Elisha (2 Kings ch. 3 v. 15) who, in 
order to prophesy to Jehoram, called for a harp, and could apprehend the mind 
of God only when he had been beguiled by its music. Only then did he prophesy 
glad tidings to Jehoram and his company; until then this could not come about 
because of his anger against the king, and those who are angered against a man 
are apt to imagine evil, not good, concerning him. As to the view advanced by 
some? that God does not reveal himself to the angry and the gloomy, this has no 
substance whatsoever. When Moses was angered against Pharaoh, God revealed 
to him the terrible slaughter of the firstborn (see Exodus ch. 11 v. 8), and this with- 
out the assistance of a harp. To Cain, too, in his rage, God was revealed. To 
Ezekiel, impatient with anger, was revealed the wretched plight and obstinacy of 
the Jews (see Ezekiel ch. 3 v. 14). Jeremiah, when deeply saddened and utterly 
weary of life, prophesied the calamities of the Jews, with the result that Josiah re- 
fused to consult him, but instead consulted a woman of his time, she being more 
fitted from her feminine character to receive a revelation of God’s mercy (2 
Chron. ch. 34). Micaiah, too, never prophesied any good to Ahab, though other 
true prophets did so (as is clear from 1 Kings ch. 20); throughout his life he proph- 
esied evil (see 1 Kings ch. 22 v. 8) and, more clearly, 2 Chron. ch. 18 v. 7). So the 
prophets were temperamentally more fitted for one kind of revelation rather than 
another. 

Again, the style of prophecy varied according to the manner of speaking of each 
prophet. The prophecies of Ezekiel and Amos were lacking in refinement, unlike 
those of Isaiah and Nahum, which were composed in a cultured style. Any He- 
brew scholar who cares to look into this matter more closely, if he compares cer- 


3 [Here Spinoza alludes to a rabbimic notion quoted by Maimonides ın Guide 2 36 ] 
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tain chapters in the different prophets dealing with the same subject-matter, will 
find a considerable stylistic difference. Let him compare the courtly Isaiah’s chap- 
ter 1 v. 11-20 with the rustic Amos’ chapter 5 v. 21-24. Then let him compare 
the arrangement and logical argument of Jeremiah’s prophecy concerning Edom 
(ch. 49) with the arrangement and logical argument of Obadiah. Let him again 
compare Isaiah chapter 40 v. 19, 20 and chapter 44 from v. 8 with Hosea chapter 
8 v. 6 and chapter 13 v. 2. These and other passages, when rightly examined, will 
readily show that God has no particular style of speech, but in accordance with 
the learning and capacity of the prophet the style was cultured, compressed, stern, 
unrefined, prolix or obscure. 

Prophetic visions and symbolism, even when conveying the same meaning, 
varied considerably. For Isaiah and Ezekiel, the glory of the Lord leaving the tem- 
ple was represented in different ways. Now the Rabbis maintain that both visions 
were exactly the same, but that Ezekiel, being a countryman, was struck with a 
boundless wonder, and so he related the vision in every detail.* However, unless 
they have received a trustworthy tradition — which I do not believe—this is plainly 
an invention. Isaiah saw seraphim with six wings, Ezekiel beasts with four wings; 
Isaiah saw God clothed and sitting on a royal throne, Ezekiel saw him in the like- 
ness of fire. Doubtless they both saw God as they were wont to imagine him. 

Furthermore, there were differences not only in the form taken by revelations 
but in their clarity. The revelations of Zechariah were too obscure to be under- 
stood by him without explanation, as is clear from the narrative. The revelations 
of Daniel could not be understood by the prophet even when they were explained. 
This obscurity did not arise from any difficulty in the matter to be revealed (for 
this was concerned with only human affairs, and these do not exceed human ca- 
pacity except as relating to the future) butsolely from the nature of Daniel’s imag- 
ination, which was not equally capable of prophecy in waking hours as in sleep. 
This is evident from the fact that at the very beginning of the revelation he was so 
terrified that he almost despaired of his strength. So the obscurity of things re- 
vealed to him and his failure to understand them even when explained was caused 
by the inadequacy of his imagination and his strength. And here it should be noted 
that the words heard by Daniel, as we have pointed out, were only imaginary; so 
it is not surprising that in his state of terror he imagined these words so confus- 
edly and obscurely that afterwards he could understand nothing of them. Those 
who say that God did not wish to make a clear revelation to Daniel appear not to 
have read the words of the angel, who expressly said (ch. 10 v. 14), “Now I am 
come to make thee understand what shall befall thy people in the latter days.” So 
those matters remained obscure because no one was found at that time with suf 
ficient power of imagination to receive a clearer revelation. Lastly, the prophets 
to whom it was revealed that God would take away Elijah tried to convince El- 
isha that he had been taken to another place where they might still find him, 
which clearly proves that they had not understood God’s revelation. 


4 [This ıs another rabbinic doctrine quoted by Maimonides, in Guide 3.6.] 
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There is no need to deal with this subject in greater detail. Scripture makes it 
absolutely clear that God bestowed a far greater gift of prophecy on one prophet 
than on another. But I shall show in more detail and at greater length that prophe- 
cies or revelations also varied in accordance with the ingrained beliefs of the 
prophets, and that the prophets held various, even contrary beliefs, and various 
prejudices. (The matters I refer to concern purely philosophic speculation, for 
with regard to uprightness and morality the case is quite different.) This I consider 
to be a point of some importance, for I shall eventually conclude from it that the 
gift of prophecy did not render the prophets more learned, but left them with the 
beliefs they had previously held, and therefore we are in no way bound to believe 
them in matters of purely philosophic speculation. 

All commentators have displayed an extraordinary eagerness to convince them- 
selves that the prophets knew everything attainable by human intellect; and al- 
though certain passages in Scripture make it absolutely clear that there were some 
things the prophets did not know, rather than admit that there was anything the 
prophets did not know, they prefer to declare that they do not understand those 
passages, or alternatively they strive to twist the words of Scripture to mean what 
they plainly do not mean. If either of these options is permissible, we can bid 
Scripture farewell. If that which is absolutely clear can be accounted obscure and 
incomprehensible or else interpreted at will, it will be vain for us to try to prove 
anything from Scripture. For example, nothing in Scripture could be clearer than 
that Joshua, and perhaps the writer who composed his history, thought that the 
sun goes round the earth and the earth does not move, and that the sun stood still 
for a time. Yet there are many who, refusing to admit that there can be any mu- 
tability in the heavens, explain this passage so that it means something quite dif- 
ferent. Others, who have adopted a more scientific attitude and understand that 
the earth moves and the sun is motionless or does not revolve around the earth, 
make every effort to extort this meaning in the teeth of the Scriptural text. Indeed, 
I wonder at them. Do we have to believe that the soldier Joshua was a skilled as- 
tronomer, that a miracle could not be revealed to him, or that the sun’s light could 
not remain above the horizon for longer than usual without Joshua’s under- 
standing the cause? Both alternatives seem to me ridiculous. I prefer the simple 
view that Joshua did not know the cause of that extension of daylight, and that he 
and all the host along with him believed that the sun revolves around the earth 
with a diurnal motion and on that day itstood still for a while, this being the cause 
of the prolonged daylight. They did not take account of the fact that, as a result 
of the excessive coldness of the atmosphere at that time (see Joshua ch. 10 v. 11), 
there may have been an unusually great refraction of light, or something of the 
sort, which is not our present concern. 

Similarly, the sign of the shadow going back was revealed to Isaiah according 
to his understanding, namely, through the retrogression of the sun. For he, too, 
thought that the sun moves and the earth is still. He probably had not the faintest 
notion of parhelia. We need have no hesitation in maintaining this view, for the 
sign could really have occurred and Isaiah could have predicted it to the king with- 
out knowing its true cause. 
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As to the building of the Temple by Solomon, if indeed that was revealed to 
him by God, we must take the same view, namely, that all its measurements were 
revealed to Solomon in accordance with his understanding and beliefs. As we are 
not required to believe that Solomon was a mathematician, we may assume that 
Solomon did not know the ratio between the circumference and diameter of a cir- 
cle, and that, in common with ordinary workmen, he thought it was three to one. 
If it is permissible to declare that we do not understand the text of 1 Kings ch. 7 
v. 23 I do not know what in Scripture we can understand. The narrative of the 
building of the Temple is there straightforwardly set forth, and as a mere matter 
of history. Indeed, if it is permissible to pretend that the writer meant something 
different, but for reasons unknown to us decided to write in that way, this is noth- 
ing else but the utter ruination of the whole of Scripture. Everyone will have equal 
right to adopt the same attitude to every Scriptural passage, and thus whatever hu- 
man malice can devise in the way of absurdity and iniquity can be both defended 
and perpetrated without impairing the authority of Scripture. But the view we are 
maintaining implies no impiety. Solomon, Isaiah, Joshua and the others were in- 
deed prophets: but they were also men, subject to human limitations. 

The revelation to Noah that God was destroying the human race was also made 
in accordance with his understanding, for he thought that the world beyond Pales- 
tine was uninhabited. And not only matters of this kind but other more important 
matters could have been, and in fact were, beyond the knowledge of the prophets 
without prejudice to their piety. Their teaching concerning the attributes of God 
was in no way singular. Their beliefs about God were shared by the vast majority 
of their time, and their revelations were accommodated to these beliefs, as I shall 
show by ample Scriptural testimony. Thus one may easily see that they won such 
praise and repute not so much for sublimity and pre-eminence of intellect as for 
piety and faithfulness. 

Adam, to whom God was first revealed, did not know that God is omnipresent 
and omniscient, for he hid from God and attempted to excuse his sin before God 
as if he had to do with a man. So in his case, too, God was revealed in accordance 
with his understanding, that is, as one who is not everywhere, and as not knowing 
where Adam was, or Adam’s sin. For Adam heard, or thought he heard, God walk- 
ing in the garden, calling him and seeking him out, and then, seeing his guilty 
bearing, asking him whether he had eaten of the forbidden tree. Therefore Adam 
knew none of God’s attributes except that God was the maker of all things. To 
Cain, too, God was revealed in accordance with his understanding, that is, as hav- 
ing no knowledge of human affairs; nor did Cain need to have any higher con- 
ception of God before he could repent of his sin. 

To Laban God revealed himself as the God of Abraham, because Laban be- 
lieved that every nation had its own special God. See Gen. ch. 31 v. 29. Abraham, 
too, did not know that God is everywhere and has foreknowledge of all things; for 
when he heard the sentence against the people of Sodom, he prayed God not to 
execute the sentence until he knew whether they all deserved that punishment, 
saying, “Peradventure there be fifty righteous within the city” (Gen. ch. 18 v. 24). 
Nor did God appear to him differently in revelation, for in Abraham’s imagina- 
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tion God speaks thus, “I will go down now, and see whether they have done alto- 
gether according to the cry of it which is come unto me, and if not, I will know.” 
Again, God’s testimony concerning Abraham implies only that he was obedient 
and commanded his household to ways of justice and goodness (see Gen. ch. 18 
v. 19); it does not imply that Abraham’s conception of God was more sublime than 
others. 

Moses, too, did not completely comprehend that God is omniscient, and that 
all human actions are governed solely by God’s decree. Although God had told 
him (Exodus ch. 3 v. 18) that the Israelites would hearken to him, he still doubted, 
and answered (Exodus ch. 4 v. 1), “But if they will not believe me and hearken 
unto my voice. . . .” So for Moses, too, God was revealed as not determining fu- 
ture human actions and unaware of them; for God gave him two signs, and said 
(Exodus ch. 4 v. 8), “And it shall come to pass that if they will not believe the first 
sign, they will believe the latter sign; and if they believe not the latter sign, take 
some waters of the river. . . .” Indeed, if anyone will examine without prejudice 
what Moses says, he will clearly find that Moses’ belief about God was this, that 
he is a Being who has always existed, exists, and will always exist. That is why he 
gives God the name Jehovah, which in Hebrew expresses these three tenses of the 
verb ‘to be’. As for God’s nature, Moses taught no more than that God is merci- 
ful, gracious etc. and extremely jealous, as is evident from many passages in the 
Pentateuch. Further, he believed and taught that this Being was so different from 
all other beings that he could not be expressed by any image of a visible thing, nor 
even beheld, not so much because this was intrinsically impossible as because of 
human inadequacy; and furthermore he was one alone, or unique, in respect of 
his power. Moses did indeed concede that there were beings who (doubtless in 
accordance with God’s arrangement and behest) acted in God’s place; that is, be- 
ings to whom God gave the authority, right and power to guide nations, to look 
after them and care for them. But he taught that this Being whom it was their duty 
to worship was the highest and supreme God, or (to use the Hebrew phrase), the 
God of Gods. Thus, in the canticle of Exodus (ch. 15 v. 11) he said, “Who is like 
unto thee, O Lord, among the Gods?” And Jethro says (ch. 18 v. 11), “Now I know 
that the Lord is greater than all the Gods,” as much as to say, “At last I am forced 
to admit to Moses that Jehovah is greater than all the gods and his power is with- 
out equal.” There is some doubt as to whether Moses believed those beings who 
acted in God’s place were created by God; for he said nothing, as far as we know, 
about their creation and origin. 

He furthermore taught that this Being had reduced our visible world from 
chaos to order (Gen. ch. | v. 2) and had given Nature its seeds. He therefore pos- 
sesses supreme right and power over things, and (Deut. ch. 10 v. 14, 15) in virtue 
of this supreme right and power he had chosen the Hebrew nation for himself 
alone, together with a certain territory (Deut. ch. 4 v. 19 and ch. 32 v. 8, 9), leav- 
ing other nations and lands to the care of other Gods standing in his place. For 
this reason he was called the God of Israel and the God of Jerusalem (2 Chron. 
ch. 32 v. 19), while other Gods were called the Gods of other nations. For this 
same reason the Jews believed that the land which God had chosen for himself 
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demanded a special form of worship, quite different from that of other lands; in- 
deed, it could not suffer the worship of other Gods, a worship belonging to other 
lands. It was believed that those peoples whom the king of Assyria brought into 
the land of the Jews were torn to pieces by lions because they knew not the form 
of worship for the Deity of that land (2 Kings ch. 17 v. 25, 26). And according to 
ibn Ezra,’ when Jacob resolved to seek his native land, it was for this reason that 
he told his sons to prepare themselves for a new form of worship and to put away 
strange Gods, that is, the worship of the Gods of the land where they were 
then dwelling (Gen. ch. 35 v. 2, 3). And David, too, complaining to Saul that be- 
cause of his persecution he was forced to live away from his native land, said that 
he was driven out of the heritage of the Lord and sent to worship other Gods (1 
Sam. ch. 26 v. 19). And finally, Moses believed that this Being, or God, had his 
dwelling in the heavens (see Deut. ch. 33 v. 27), a belief wide-spread among the 
Gentiles. 

If we now examine Moses’ revelations, we shall find that they were adapted to 
these beliefs. Since he believed that it was in God’s nature to experience those 
feelings that I have mentioned—mercy, graciousness and so on—God was re- 
vealed to him in conformity with this belief and under these attributes (see Exo- 
dus ch. 34 v. 6, 7, where we are told in what manner God appeared to Moses; also 
the Decalogue v. 4, 5). Again, it is related (Exodus ch. 33 v. 18) that Moses asked 
of God that he might behold him; but since Moses, as we have said, had formed 
no image of God in his brain, and (as I have already shown) God is revealed 
to the prophets only in accordance with the nature of their imagination, God 
did not appear to Moses in the form of an image. This came about, I repeat, be- 
cause Moses’ imagination was not receptive to such an image; for other prophets 
— Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel and the rest—testify that they saw God. For this rea- 
son God answered Moses, “Thou canst not see my face”; and since Moses be- 
lieved that God was visible, that is, visibility was not in contradiction with the 
divine nature (for otherwise he would not have made such a request), God add- 
ed, “For no one shall look on me and live.” So God gives a reason in conformity 
with Moses’ beliefs; God does not say that to see him is in contradiction with 
the divine nature—as in fact it is—but that it is impossible because of human 
inadequacy. 

Again, in order to reveal to Moses that through worshipping the calf the Is- 
raelites had now become no different from other nations, God said (Exodus ch. 
33 v. 2, 3), that he would send an angel, that is, a being, to take care of the Is- 
raelites in place of the Supreme Being, but that he himself would withdraw from 
them. In this way Moses was left with no grounds for supposing that the Israelites 
were more beloved of God than the rest of the nations whom God had also en- 
trusted to the care of other beings or angels, as is clear from verse 16, same chap- 
ter. Finally, since it was thought that God dwelt in the heavens, he was revealed 


5 [Abraham 1bn Ezra (1092-1167) was one of the leading figures ın the Spanish-Jewish “Golden Age ” 
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Chapter 2 


as descending from heaven onto a mountain, and Moses even climbed the moun- 
tain to speak with God, which he certainly need not have done if he could just as 
well have imagined God as being everywhere. 

The Israelites knew scarcely anything of God, although he was revealed to 
them. This they made abundantly clear when a few days later they transferred to 
a calf the honour and worship due to him, believing the calf to be the Deity who 
had led them out of Egypt. Indeed, it would be hardly likely that men addicted to 
Egyptian superstition, uncultured and sunk in degrading slavery, should have had 
any sound understanding of God, or that Moses could have taught them anything 
more than a moral code—not, indeed, as a philosopher might inculcate the 
morality that is engendered by freedom of spirit, but as a lawgiver, compelling 
people to live good lives by command of law. Therefore the right way of life, or 
true living, and the worship and love of God was for them bondage rather than 
true freedom, the grace and gift of God. For Moses commanded them to love God 
and keep his Law, to regard their past blessings—such as the escape from Egypt- 
ian bondage —as bestowed by God; and he further made terrifying threats if they 
should transgress these commandments, while promising many blessings if they 
observed them. So he taught them in the same way as parents teach children who 
have not reached the age of reason. It is therefore certain that they had no un- 
derstanding of the excellence of virtue and true blessedness. 

Jonah thought to flee from the sight of God, which goes to show that he, too, 
believed that God had entrusted the care of lands outside Judea to other powers, 
who were nevertheless installed by him. There is no one in the Old Testament 
who speaks more rationally of God than Solomon, who possessed the natural light 
of reason beyond all men of his time. And so he also considered himself above 
the Law (for that was given only for men not well endowed with reason and the 
instruction of the natural intellect) and paid little heed to all the laws regarding 
the king, consisting of three main articles (see Deut. ch. 17 v. 16, 17). Indeed, he 
plainly violated these laws (in which, however, he did wrong, and by indulgence 
in pleasures behaved in a way unworthy of a philosopher), and taught that all for- 
tune’s gifts to mankind are vanity (see Eccl.), that men possess nothing more ex- 
cellent than understanding, and can suffer no greater punishment than their folly 
(see Proverbs ch. 16 v. 22). 

But let us return to the prophets, whose different beliefs we have also under- 
taken to note. The Rabbis who have bequeathed to us the only extant books of the 
prophets regarding the sayings of Ezekiel as so irreconcilable with those of Moses 
(as is narrated in the Treatise of Sabbatus® ch. 1 fol. 13 p. 2) that they had some 
thoughts of rejecting his book from the canon, and would doubtless have put it 
aside if a certain Hananiah had not undertaken to explain it. This he is said to 
have accomplished with much labour and zeal (as is there narrated), though it is 
by no means clear how he did so, whether by writing a commentary which has 
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perchance perished, or by having the audacity to alter Ezekiel’s words and ex- 
pressions, embellishing them as he pleased. However that may be, chapter 18 cer- 
tainly seems to be at variance with Exodus ch. 34 v. 7, with Jeremiah ch. 32 v. 18, 
and other texts. 

Samuel believed that God never repents of any decision he has made (see 1 
Sam. ch. 15 v. 29); for when Saul repented of his sin and wished to worship God 
and seek forgiveness, Samuel said that God would notalter his decree againsthim. 
But to Jeremiah, on the other hand, it was revealed (see ch. 18 v. 8, 10) that, 
whether God has decreed good or whether he has decreed evil for any nation, he 
turns back the decree provided that men also change for the better or worse from 
the time of his sentence. Now Joel taught that God repents only of having decreed 
evil (see Joel ch. 2 v. 13). Finally, it is quite clear from Gen. ch. 4 v. 7 that men 
can overcome the temptations of sin and act righteously; for this is what was told 
to Cain—who nevertheless did not overcome those temptations, as is clear from 
Scripture and from Josephus.’ This is obviously in agreement with the chapter of 
Jeremiah just quoted, for it is there said that God repents of his decree pronounced 
for the good or hurt of men in accordance with their willingness to change their 
ways and manner of life. But Paul, on the other hand, is quite clear that men have 
no dominion over the temptations of the flesh save by the special vocation and 
grace of God. See Epistle to the Romans chapter 9 from verse 10 on. As for his at- 
tributing righteousness to God (ch. 3 v. 5 and ch. 6 v. 19), he corrects himself for 
thus speaking in a merely human fashion and through the frailty of the flesh. 

So now the point we set out to prove has been made abundantly clear, namely, 
that God adapted his revelations to the understanding and beliefs of the prophets, 
who may well have been ignorant of matters that have no bearing on charity and 
moral conduct but concern philosophic speculation, and were in fact ignorant of 
them, holding conflicting beliefs. Therefore knowledge of science and of matters 
spiritual should by no means be expected of them. So we conclude that we must 
believe the prophets only with regard to the purpose and substance of the revela- 
tion; in all else one is free to believe as one will. For example, the revelation of 
Cain teaches us only that God admonished him to live the true life, for that alone 
is the object and substance of the revelation, which does not teach free will or 
philosophic doctrines. Therefore, although the wording and the reasoning of 
admonition seem clearly to imply freedom of the will, we are entitled to hold a 
contrary opinion, since the wording and reasoning were adapted to Cain’s un- 
derstanding alone. Similarly, the meaning of the revelation to Micaiah is no more 
than this, that God revealed to Micaiah the true issue of the battle between Ahab 
and Aram, and so this alone we are bound to believe. Whatever else is contained 
in that revelation, concerning the true and false Spirit of God, the heavenly host 
standing on either side of God, and all the other details of that revelation —all this 


7 [Josephus a.D. 37-100. Took part in the revolt of a.D. 66, but surrendered, came over to the Roman 
side, and took up residence at Rome. His main historical works are the History of the Jewish War 
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has no relevance for us, and everyone may believe of them as much as is in con- 
sonance with his reason. 

With regard to the reasonings whereby God showed to Job his power over all 
things —if indeed it is true that this was revealed to Job and that the author’s pur- 
pose was to compose a historical narrative and not, as some believe, to display his 
own ideas—the same point must be made, namely, that these arguments were ac- 
commodated to Job’s understanding and propounded to convince him alone. 
They are not arguments of universal validity to convince all men. The same con- 
clusions must be reached regarding the reasonings of Christ whereby he convicts 
the Pharisees’ obstinacy and ignorance and exhorts his disciples to the true life; 
that is, he adapted his reasonings to the beliefs and principles of each individual. 
For example, when he said to the Pharisees (see Matth. ch. 12 v. 26), “And if Sa- 
tan cast out Satan, he is divided against himself; how shall then his kingdom 
stand?” his only purpose was to refute the Pharisees according to their own prin- 
ciples, not to teach that there are devils, or any kingdom of devils. Similarly, when 
he said to his disciples (Matth. ch. 18 v. 10), “Take heed that ye despise not one 
of these little ones; for I say unto you that in heaven their angels. . . .” and so on, 
the point of his teaching is merely a warning against pride and contempt, and not 
those other details which he brings into his argument only for the better persua- 
sion of his disciples. 

Finally, the same point must be made to cover all the sayings and signs of the 
Apostles, and there is no need for me to deal with these matters at greater length. 
IfI had to enumerate all the passages of Scripture composed ‘ad hominem’ — i.e. 
according to the individual’s understanding—and which cannot be upheld as di- 
vine doctrine without great prejudice to philosophy, I should depart far from the 
brevity which is my aim. Let it suffice, then, to have touched on a few instances 
of general application, and let the zealous reader examine the rest for himself. 
However, although it is only those points we have made concerning prophets and 
prophecy that are especially relevant to my main purpose— namely, the differen- 
tiation of philosophy from theology—still, as I have touched on this question in a 
general way, we may well go on to enquire whether the gift of prophecy was pe- 
culiar to the Hebrews or whether it was shared by other nations; and then what 
conclusion should be reached regarding the vocation of the Hebrews. This will 
be the subject of our next chapter. 


CHAPTER 3 


Of the vocation of the Hebrews, 
and whether the gift of prophecy was peculiar to them 


Everyone’s true happiness and blessedness consists solely in the enjoyment of 
good, not in priding himself that he alone is enjoying that good to the exclusion 
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of others. He who counts himself more blessed because he alone enjoys wellbe- 
ing not shared by others, or because he is more blessed and fortunate than others, 
knows not what is true happiness and blessedness, and the joy he derives there- 
from, if it be not mere childishness, has its only source in spite and malice. For 
example, a man’s true happiness and blessedness consists solely in wisdom and 
knowledge of truth, and not in that he is wiser than others, or that others are with- 
out true knowledge. This adds nothing at all to his wisdom, that is, his true hap- 
piness. So he who rejoices for this reason rejoices at another’s misfortune, and is 
therefore spiteful and malicious, knowing neither true wisdom nor the peace of 
the true life. 

So when Scripture, in exhorting the Hebrews to obey the Law, says that God 
has chosen them for himself above all other nations (Deut. ch. 10 v. 15), “that he 
is nigh unto them as he is not unto others” (Deut. ch. 4 v. 4, 7), that for them alone 
he has ordained just laws (same ch. v. 8), that he has made himself known only 
to them before all others (same ch. v. 32) and so forth, it is speaking merely ac- 
cording to the understanding of those who, as was shown in the previous chapter 
and as Moses also testifies (Deut. ch. 9 v. 6, 7), knew not true blessedness. For 
surely they would have been no less blessed if God had called all men equally to 
salvation, nor would God have been less close to them for being equally close to 
others, nor would their laws have been less just or they themselves less wise if those 
laws had been ordained for all men. Miracles would have displayed God’s power 
no less if they had been wrought for other nations as well, and the Hebrews would 
have been no less in duty bound to worship God if God had bestowed all these 
gifts equally upon all men. When God tells Solomon (1 Kings ch. 3 v. 12) that no 
one shall be as wise as he in time to come, this seems to be justa figure of speech, 
intending to signify exceptional wisdom. Be that as it may, it is quite incredible 
that God should have promised Solomon, for his greater happiness, that he would 
never bestow such wisdom on anyone thereafter. This would in no way have in- 
creased Solomon’s understanding, nor would the wise king have been any the less 
grateful for such a gift even if God had said that he would bestow the same wis- 
dom on all men. 

However, although we assert that Moses was speaking to the understanding of 
the Hebrews in the passages of the Pentateuch just quoted, we do not mean to 
deny that God ordained those laws in the Pentateuch for them alone, nor that he 
spoke only to them, nor that the Hebrews witnessed marvels such have never be- 
fallen any other nation. Our point is merely this, that Moses wished to admonish 
the Hebrews in a particular way, using such reasoning as would bind them more 
firmly to the worship of God, having regard to the immaturity of their under- 
standing. Further, we wished to show that the Hebrews surpassed other nations 
not in knowledge nor in piety, but in quite a different respect; or (to adopt the 
language of Scripture directed to their understanding) that the Hebrews were 
chosen by God above all others not for the true life nor for any higher under- 


! (Spinoza, Ethics, 4.36-37, 5 42 ] 


Chapter 3 


standing—though often admonished thereto—but for a quite different purpose. 
What that purpose was, I shall now proceed to demonstrate. 

But before I begin, I wish to explain briefly what I shall hereafter mean by 
God’s direction, by God’s help, external and internal, by God’s calling, and, 
finally, by fortune. By God’s direction I mean the fixed and immutable order of 
Nature, or chain of natural events; for I have said above, and have already shown 
elsewhere, that the universal laws of Nature according to which all things happen 
and are determined are nothing but God’s eternal decrees, which always involve 
eternal truth and necessity. So it is the same thing whether we say that all things 
happen according to Nature’s laws or that they are regulated by God’s decree and 
direction.” Again, since the power of Nature in its entirety is nothing other than 
the power of God through which alone all things happen and are determined, it 
follows that whatever man—who is also a part of Nature—acquires for himself to 
help to preserve his own being, or whatever Nature provides for him without any 
effort on his part, all this is provided for him solely by the divine power, acting ei- 
ther through human nature or externally to human nature. Therefore whatever 
human nature can effect solely by its own power to preserve its own being can 
rightly be called God’s internal help, and whatever falls to a man’s advantage from 
the power of external causes can rightly be called God’s external help. And from 
this, too, can readily be deduced what must be meant by God’s choosing, for since 
no one acts except by the predetermined order of Nature—that is, from God’s eter- 
nal direction and decree— it follows that no one chooses a way of life for himself 
or accomplishes anything except by the special vocation of God, who has chosen 
one man before others for a particular work or a particular way of life. Finally, by 
fortune I mean simply God’s direction insofar as he directs human affairs through 
causes that are external and unforeseen. 

With these preliminary remarks, let us return to our purpose, which is to see 
why it was that the Hebrew nation was said to have been chosen by God before 
all others. To demonstrate this, I proceed as follows. 

All worthy objects of desire can be classified under one of these three general 
headings: 


1. To know things through their primary causes. 
2. To subjugate the passions; i.e. to acquire the habit of virtue. 
3. To live in security and good health. 


The means that directly serve for the attainment of the first and second objec- 
tives, and can be considered as the proximate and efficient causes, lie within the 
bounds of human nature itself, so that their acquisition chiefly depends on hu- 
man power alone; i.e. solely on the laws of human nature. For this reason it is ob- 
vious that these gifts are not peculiar to any nation but have always been common 
to all mankind—unless we entertain the delusion that Nature at some time cre- 


2 (Spinoza, Ethics, 1.16, 29, 33, especially Scholium 2 ] 


417 


418 


Theological-Political Treatise 


ated different species of men. But the means that serve for the attainment of se- 
curity and physical wellbeing lie principally in external circumstances, and are 
called the gifts of fortune because they mainly depend on the operation of exter- 
nal causes of which we are in ignorance. So in this matter the fool and the wise 
man have about an equal chance of happiness or unhappiness. Nevertheless, 
much can be effected by human contrivance and vigilance to achieve security 
and to avoid injuries from other men and from beasts. To this end, reason and ex- 
perience have taught us no surer means than to organise a society under fixed 
laws, to occupy a fixed territory, and to concentrate the strength of all its members 
into one body, as it were, a social body.* However, a quite considerable degree of 
ability and vigilance is needed to organise and preserve a society, and therefore 
that society will be more secure, more stable and less exposed to fortune, which 
is founded and governed mainly by men of wisdom and vigilance, while a society 
composed of men who lack these qualities is largely dependent on fortune and is 
less stable. If the latter nevertheless endures for some considerable time, this is to 
be attributed to some other guidance, not its own. Indeed, if it overcomes great 
perils and enjoys prosperity, it cannot fail to marvel at and worship God’s guid- 
ance (that is to say, insofar as God acts through hidden external causes, and not 
through the nature and mind of man); for what it has experienced is far beyond 
its expectation and belief, and can truly be regarded even as a miracle. 

Through this alone, then, do nations differ from one another, namely, in re- 
spect of the kind of society and laws under which they live and are governed. Thus 
the Hebrew nation was chosen by God before all others not by reason of its un- 
derstanding nor of its spiritual qualities, but by reason of its social organisation and 
the good fortune whereby it achieved supremacy and retained it for so many years. 
This is quite evident from Scripture itself. A merely casual perusal clearly reveals 
that the Hebrews surpassed other nations in this alone, that they were successful 
in achieving security for themselves and overcame great dangers, and this chiefly 
by God’s external help alone. In other respects they were no different from other 
nations, and God was equally gracious to all. For in respect of their understand- 
ing (as we have shown in the preceding chapter) it is clear that the Hebrews’ ideas 
of God and Nature were quite commonplace, and so it was not in respect of their 
understanding that they were chosen by God before others. Nor yet in respect of 
virtue and the true life, for in this matter again they were on the same footing as 
other nations, very few of them being chosen. Therefore their election and voca- 
tion consisted only in the material success and prosperity of their state; nor do we 
see that God promised anything other than this to the Patriarchs™ or their suc- 
cessors. Indeed, in return for their obedience the Law promises them nothing 
other than the continuing prosperity of their state and material advantages, 
whereas disobedience and the breaking of the Covenant would bring about the 
downfall of their state and the severest hardships. This is not surprising, for the 
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purpose of an organised society and state (as is clear from what has just been said, 
and as I shall show at greater length hereafter) is to achieve security and ease. Now 
a state can subsist only if the laws are binding on all individuals. If all the mem- 
bers of one society choose to disregard the laws, by that very fact they will dissolve 
that society and destroy the state. Therefore, in return for their consistent obser- 
vance of the laws, the only promise that could be made to the society of the He- 
brews was their security** with its attendant advantages; whereas for disobedience 
no surer punishment could be foretold than the downfall of their state, accom- 
panied not only by the usual unhappy consequences but by additional troubles, 
peculiar to them, entailed by the special constitution of their state. This latter 
point I need not labour at present, but this I will add, that the laws contained in 
the Old Testament were revealed and ordained for the Jews alone; for as God 
chose them only for the establishing of a special kind of society and state, they 
must also have had laws of a special kind. As to whether God ordained special laws 
for other nations as well and revealed himself through prophecy for their law- 
givers—that is, under those attributes by which they were accustomed to imagine 
God—I cannot be sure. But this at least is evident from Scripture, that other na- 
tions also had their own state and their special laws by God’s external guidance. 
To prove this I shall cite two Scriptural passages only. 

In Genesis ch. 14 v. 18, 19, 20 it is related that Melchizedek was king of 
Jerusalem and priest of the Most High God, and in his capacity of priest (Num. 
ch. 6 v. 23) he blessed Abraham, and Abraham, the beloved of God, gave a tenth 
part of all his spoils to this priest of God. All this shows well enough that before 
God founded the nation of Israel he had established kings and priests in Jerusalem 
and had appointed rites and laws for them. Whether he did so through prophecy 
is, as I have said, unclear. But of this, at least, I am sure, that while Abraham lived 
there he lived religiously according to those laws. For Abraham had not received 
from God any special rites, and yet it states in Gen. ch. 26 v. 5 that he observed 
the worship, precepts, statutes and laws of God. This must undoubtedly refer to 
the worship, precepts, statutes and laws of king Melchizedek. Malachi, in ch. 1 v. 
10, 11 rebukes the Jews with these words: “Who is there among you that would 
shut the doors (of the temple) lest fire be kindled on mine altars for nought? I have 
no pleasure in you... etc. From the rising of the sun even unto the going down 
of the same my name is great among the nations, and everywhere incense is of- 
fered unto me, and a pure offering. For my name is great among nations, saith the 
Lord of hosts.” Surely by these words, which can be interpreted as referring only 
to his present time unless we do violence to the text, he abundantly testifies that 
the Jews at that time were no more beloved of God than were other nations. In- 
deed, he indicates that by his miracles God made himself known to other nations 
more so than to the Jews of that time—who had then partly regained their inde- 
pendence without miraculous intervention—and that the Gentiles possessed rites 
and ceremonies by which they were acceptable to God. 
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But I leave these considerations, for it is sufficient for my purpose to have 
demonstrated that the choosing of the Jews referred only to the following facts: 
their temporal material prosperity and freedom—i.e. their political independ- 
ence—and to the manner and means whereby they achieved it, and consequently 
to their laws as well, insofar as these were necessary for the preservation of their 
special kind of state, and, finally, to the way in which these laws were revealed. 
But in other matters, wherein consists the true happiness of man, they were on 
the same footing as other nations. So when Scripture says (Deut. ch. 4 v. 7) that 
no other nation has its Gods so nigh unto them as the Jews have their God, this 
must be understood in respect of independence of their state, and as referring only 
to the time when so many miracles befell them, and so forth. For in respect of un- 
derstanding and virtue, that is, in respect of blessedness, God is equally gracious 
to all, as we have already stated and proved by reason. This is also well established 
from Scripture, for the Psalmist says (Psalm 145 v. 18), “The Lord is nigh to all 
them that call upon him, to all that call upon him in truth.” Likewise in the same 
Psalm, v. 9, “The Lord is good to all, and his tender mercies are over all his works.” 
In Psalm 33 v. 15 it is clearly stated that God has given the same understanding 
to all, in these words, “He fashioneth our hearts alike.” The Hebrews considered 
the heart to be the seat of the soul and the understanding, as I think everybody 
knows. Again, from Job ch. 28 v. 28 it is clear that God ordained this law for the 
whole human race: to revere God and to abstain from evildoing, i.e. to act right 
eously; and so Job, although a Gentile, was to God the most acceptable of all men, 
for he surpassed all men in piety and religion. Finally, it is quite evident from 
Jonah ch. 4 v. 2 that not only to the Jews but to all mankind God is gracious, mer- 
ciful, long-suffering and abundant in kindness, and loath to punish. For Jonah 
says, “Therefore I resolved to flee before to Tarshish, for I knew (namely, from the 
words of Moses, Exodus ch. 34 v. 6) that Thou art a gracious God, merciful . . . 
etc.” and therefore likely to pardon the Ninevites. 

We therefore conclude (since God is equally gracious to all and the Hebrews 
were chosen only with respect to their social organisation and their government) 
that the individual Jew, considered alone apart from his social organisation and 
his government, possesses no gift of God above other men, and there is no differ- 
ence between him and a Gentile. Since, then, it is true that God is equally gra- 
cious, merciful etc. to all men, and since the function of the prophet was to teach 
not the special laws of his country but true virtue, and to admonish men thereto, 
there is no doubt that all nations possessed prophets and that the gift of prophecy 
was not peculiar to the Jews. In actual fact, this is borne out by history, both sec- 
ular and sacred; and although the sacred history of the Old Testament does not 
specify that other nations had as many prophets as the Hebrews, or indeed that 
any Gentile prophet was expressly sent by God to the nations, this has no signifi- 
cance; for the Hebrews were concerned to record their own history, not that of 
other nations. It is therefore sufficient that in the Old Testament we find that Gen- 
tiles and the uncircumcised, such as Noah, Enoch, Abimelech, Balaam etc., did 
in fact prophesy, and furthermore that Hebrew prophets were sent by God not 
only to their own nation but to many others. Ezekiel prophesied for all nations 
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that were then known. Indeed, as far as we know, Obadiah prophesied only to the 
Idumaeans, and Jonah was chiefly a prophet to the Ninevites. Isaiah bewails and 
foretells the calamities, and prophesies the restoration, not only of the Jews but of 
other nations. In chapter 16 v. 9 he says, “Therefore will I bewail Jazer with weep- 
ing,” and in chapter 19 he foretells first the calamities of the Egyptians and then 
their restoration (see same chapter v. 19, 20, 21, 25), saying that God will send a 
saviour to free them, that God will make himself known to them, and that the 
Egyptians will worship God with sacrifices and gifts; and finally he calls that na- 
tion the blessed Egyptians, the people of God. All this is certainly worthy of spe- 
cial note. Lastly, Jeremiah is called the prophet not only of the Hebrew nation but 
of all nations absolutely (Jer. ch. 1 v. 5). He, too, bemoans the coming calamities 
of nations and foretells their restoration, for in chapter 48 v. 31 he says of the 
Moabites, “Therefore will I howl for Moab, I will cry out for all Moab,” and in 
verse 36, “Therefore mine heart will sound for Moab like timbrels”; and he proph- 
esies their eventual restoration, as also the restoration of the Egyptians, the Am- 
monites and the Elamites. 

Therefore there is no doubt that other nations, like the Jews, also had their 
prophets, who prophesied to them and to the Jews. Although Scripture makes 
mention of only one man, Balaam, to whom was revealed the future of the Jews 
and of other nations, we should not suppose that Balaam’s prophesying was con- 
fined to that one occasion; the narrative makes it quite clear that he had long been 
renowned for his prophecy and other divine gifts. Balak, ordering him to be sum- 
moned, said (Num. ch. 22 v. 6), “For I know that he whom thou blessest is blessed, 
and he whom thou cursest is cursed.” So we see that he possessed the same power 
that God bestowed on Abraham (Gen. ch. 12 v. 3). Then Balaam, as was his cus- 
tom in prophesying, told the messengers to await him until God’s will should be 
revealed to him. When he was prophesying, that is, when he was interpreting the 
true mind of God, he was wont to say of himself, “The word of him who hears the 
words of God, who knows the knowledge (or mind, or foreknowledge) of the Most 
High, who sees the vision of the Almighty, falling into a trance, but having his eyes 
open.” Finally, after blessing the Hebrews by God’s command, he began, as was 
his custom, to prophesy to other nations and to foretell their future.* 

All this abundantly shows that he had always been a prophet, or that he had 
frequently prophesied, and (another point to be here noted) that he possessed that 
which especially afforded prophets certainty of truth of their prophecy, namely, a 
mind bent only on that which is good and right. For he neither blessed nor cursed 
whomsoever he pleased, as Balak thought, but only those whom God willed to be 
blessed or cursed. That is why he answered Balak, “If Balak should give me his 
house full of silver and gold, I cannot go beyond the commandment of the Lord 
to do good or ill as I will. What the Lord saith, that shall I speak.” As for the Lord 
being angry with him while he was on the way, the same thing befell Moses when 
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he was setting out for Egypt at God’s command (Exodus ch. 4 v. 24); as to his re- 
ceiving money for prophesying, Samuel did the same (1 Sam. ch. 9 v. 7, 8); and 
if he sinned in any way (see 2 Ep. Peter ch. 2 v. 15, 16 and Jude v. 11), “there is 
not a just man on earth who always doeth good and sinneth not” (Eccl. ch. 7 v. 
20). Indeed, his prayers must have always had much influence with God and his 
power of cursing must have been very considerable, since it is often found in 
Scripture, as testimony of God’s great mercy towards the Israelites, that God would 
not hearken to Balaam and changed his cursing to blessing (Deut. ch. 23 v. 6, 
Josh. ch. 24 v. 10, Nehem. ch. 13 v. 2). He must therefore have been most ac- 
ceptable to God, for the prayers and cursings of the wicked move God not at all. 
So since he was a true prophet, and yet Joshua (ch. 13 v. 22) referred to him as a 
soothsayer or augur, it is clear that this title, too, was an honourable one, and that 
those whom the Gentiles called augurs and soothsayers were true prophets, while 
those whom Scripture often accuses and condemns were false soothsayers, de- 
ceiving the Gentiles as false prophets deceived the Jews. And this is also quite 
clearly established from other passages of Scripture. Therefore we conclude that 
the gift of prophecy was not peculiar to the Jews, but was common to all nations. 

The Pharisees,’ however, vigorously contend that this divine gift was peculiar 
to their nation, whereas other nations (such is the ingenuity of superstition!) fore- 
told the future with the aid of some diabolical power. The chief evidence they ad- 
duce to give authoritative support to this belief is Exodus ch. 33 v. 16, where 
Moses says to God, “For wherein shall it be known here that I and thy people have 
found grace in thy sight? Is it not when thou goest with us? So shall we be sepa- 
rated, I and thy people, from all the people that are on the face of the earth.” From 
this, I repeat, they would infer that Moses besought God that he should be pres- 
ent to the Jews and reveal himself to them by prophecy, and, further, that he 
should grant this grace to no other nation. Surely, it is absurd that Moses should 
grudge God’s presence to the Gentiles, or that he should have ventured to make 
such a petition to God. The fact is that when Moses realised the character and 
the obstinate spirit of his nation, he saw clearly that they could not accomplish 
their undertaking without mighty miracles and the special external help of God, 
and must assuredly perish without such help; and so he besought this special ex- 
ternal help of God so that it should be evident that God willed them to be saved. 
For he speaks as follows (ch. 34 v. 9), “If now I have found favour in thy sight, O 
Lord, let my Lord, I pray thee, go among us, for it is a stiff-necked people...” and 
so on. Thus the reason why he sought God’s special external help was the obsti- 
nacy of the people, and the fact that Moses sought nothing beyond this special ex- 
ternal help is made even clearer by God’s answer. For God answered at once 
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(same chapter v. 10), “Behold, I make a covenant, before all thy people I will do 
marvels such as have not been done in all the earth, nor in any nation... .” There- 
fore Moses is here concerned with the choosing of the Hebrews only in the way 
I have explained, and sought nothing else from God. 

However, in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans I find another text which carries 
more weight with me, namely, chapter 3 v. 1, 2, where Paul’s teaching appears to 
differ from that which we have here presented. He says, “What advantage, then, 
hath the Jew? Or what profit is there of circumcision? Much every way: chiefly 
because unto them were committed the oracles of God.” But if we have regard to 
the main doctrine that Paul is concerned to teach, we shall find nothing at vari- 
ance with the view we are here presenting; on the contrary, his doctrine is the 
same as ours. For in verse 29 of the same chapter he says that God is the God of 
both Jews and Gentiles, and in chapter 2 v. 25, 26, “If thou be a breaker of the 
law, thy circumcision is made uncircumcision; on the other hand, if uncircum- 
cision keep the righteousness of the law, his uncircumcision shall be counted for 
circumcision.” Again, in chapter 3 v. 9 and chapter 4 v. 15 he says that all alike, 
Jews and Gentiles, were under sin, but that there can be no sin without the com- 
mandment and the Law. This makes it quite clear (as we have also shown above 
from Job ch. 28 v. 28) that to all men without exception was revealed the law un- 
der which all men lived— namely, the law which has regard only to the true virtue, 
not that law which is established to suit the requirements of a particular state and 
is adapted to the character of one nation. 

Finally, Paul concludes that, since God is the God of all nations—that is, he 
is equally gracious to all—and since all mankind were equally under the law and 
under sin, it was for all nations that God sent his Christ to free all men alike from 
the bondage of the law, so that no longer would they act righteously from the law’s 
command but from the unwavering resolution of the heart. Thus Paul’s teaching 
coincides exactly with ours. So when he says, “To the Jews alone were entrusted 
the oracles of God,” we should either take it as meaning that only to the Jews were 
the laws entrusted in writing while to other nations they were communicated by 
revelation and conception alone, or we must say (since Paul’s aim is to refute ob- 
jections that could be raised only by the Jews) that Paul is answering in accor- 
dance with the understanding and beliefs of the Jews of that time. For in order to 
preach that which he had partly seen and partly heard, he was a Greek with the 
Greeks and a Jew with the Jews. 

It now only remains for us to answer the arguments of those who would con- 
vince themselves that the election of the Jews was not a temporal matter, con- 
cerned only with their commonwealth, but was eternal; for, they say, we see that 
the Jews still survive in spite of having lost their commonwealth and being scat- 
tered all over the world for so many years, separated from all nations; and that this 
has befallen no other nation. And again, they say, there are many passages of Holy 
Scripture that appear to tell us that God has chosen the Jews for himself unto eter- 
nity; and so, although they have lost their commonwealth, they nevertheless re- 
main God’s chosen ones. The passages which they think most convincing in 
teaching this eternal election are chiefly the following: 


423 


424 Theological-Political Treatise 


l. Jeremiah chapter 31 v. 36, where the prophet testifies that the seed of Israel 
shall remain God’s people unto eternity, comparing them with the fixed order of 
the heavens and of Nature. 

2. Ezekiel chapter 20 v. 32 and following, where the prophet apparently 
means that, although the Jews may deliberately turn away from the worship of 
God, God will nevertheless gather them together again from all the lands where 
they are scattered and lead them to the wilderness of peoples, as he led their fa- 
thers to the wilderness of Egypt; and from there eventually, after separating them 
from the rebellious and the transgressors, he will bring them to his Holy Moun- 
tain, where the whole house of Israel shall worship him. 

Other passages are also cited, especially by the Pharisees, but I think I shall sat- 
isfy everybody if I reply to these two. This will occasion me no difficulty when I 
show from Scripture itself that God did not choose the Hebrews unto eternity, but 
only on the same terms as he had earlier chosen the Canaanites. These also had 
priests (as I have shown above) who devoutly worshipped God, and yet God re- 
jected them because of their dissolute living, their folly, and their corrupt worship. 
For Moses (Lev. ch. 18 v. 27, 28) warns the Israelites not to defile themselves with 
abominations like the Canaanites, lest the land spew them out as it had spewed 
out those peoples that used to dwell there. And in Deuteronomy ch. 8 v. 19, 20 
he threatens them with utter destruction in the plainest possible terms, speaking 
as follows, “I testify against you this day that ye shall surely perish; as the nations 
which the Lord destroyed before your face, so shall ye perish.” And many other 
passages to this effect are to be found in the Law, expressly indicating that God 
did not choose the Hebrew nation absolutely, nor unto eternity. So if the prophets 
foretold for them a new, eternal covenant involving the knowledge, love and grace 
of God, it can be easily proved that this promise was made for the godly alone. For 
in that same chapter of Ezekiel which we have just quoted it is explicitly stated 
that God will cut off from them the rebellious and the transgressors; and in Zepha- 
niah chapter 3 v. 11, 12 that God will take from their midst the proud, leaving 
behind the poor. And since this election has regard to true virtue, it is not to be 
imagined that it was promised only to the godly among the Jews to the exclusion 
of all others. We must evidently believe that the true Gentile prophets, whom we 
have shown to be found among all nations, made the same promise to the faith- 
ful of their own nations and comforted them thereby. Therefore this eternal 
covenant involving the knowledge and love of God is universal, as is clearly shown 
from Zephaniah chapter 3 v. 10, 11, so that in this respect no difference can be 
granted between Jews and Gentiles, nor therefore any special election of the Jews 
beyond that which we have already indicated. 

As to the fact that the prophets, in speaking of this election which refers only 
to true virtue, intermingled many sayings regarding sacrifices and other cere- 
monies and the rebuilding of the Temple and the city, such figurative expressions, 
after the manner and nature of prophecy, were intended to convey a spiritual mes- 
sage, so that they might also indicate to the Jews, whose prophets they were, the 
impending restoration of their commonwealth and temple, to be expected at the 
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time of Cyrus. Therefore at the present time there is nothing whatsoever that the 
Jews can arrogate to themselves above other nations. 

As to their continued existence for so many years when scattered and stateless, 
this is in no way surprising, since they have separated themselves from other 
nations to such a degree as to incur the hatred of all, and this not only through 
external rites alien to the rites of other nations but also through the mark of cir- 
cumcision, which they most religiously observe. That they are preserved largely 
through the hatred of other nations is demonstrated by historical fact. When the 
King of Spain formerly compelled the Jews to embrace the religion of his king- 
dom or else to go into exile, a considerable number of Jews accepted Catholicism. 
Now since all the privileges of native Spaniards were granted to those who em- 
braced their religion, and they were then considered worthy of full civic rights, 
they were so speedily assimilated to the Spaniards that after a short while no 
trace of them was left, nor any remembrance. But just the opposite fate befell 
those whom the King of Portugal compelled to embrace his country’s religion. 
Although converted to this religion, they lived on their own, because the king 
declared them unworthy of civic rights. 

The mark of circumcision, too, I consider to be such an important factor in 
this matter that ] am convinced that this by itself will preserve their nation forever. 
Indeed, were it not that the fundamental principles of their religion discourage 
manliness, I would not hesitate to believe that they will one day, given the op- 
portunity—such is the mutability of human affairs— establish once more their in- 
dependent state, and that God will again choose them.” The Chinese afford us 
an outstanding example of such a possibility. They, too, religiously observe the 
custom of the pigtail which sets them apart from all other people, and they have 
preserved themselves as a separate people for so many thousands of years that they 
far surpass all other nations in antiquity. They have not always maintained their 
independence, but they did regain it after losing it, and will no doubt recover it 
again when the spirit of the Tartars becomes enfeebled by reason of luxurious liv- 
ing and sloth. 

In conclusion, should anyone be disposed to argue that the Jews, for this rea- 
son or any other, have been chosen by God unto eternity, I shall not oppose him, 
provided that he holds that this election, be it temporal or eternal, insofar as it is 
peculiar to the Jews, is concerned only with the nature of their commonwealth 


© [Spinoza tries to make a distinction between the Inquisition in Spain and the one in Portugal. But 
he overestimates the openness of Spanish society and government to converted Jews. Not too long 
after the establishment of the Inquisition in Spain, “laws of blood purity” were passed to prevent 
converted Jews from obtaining important positions in Spanish government and in the church. Many 
Spanish Jewish converts attempted to preserve secretly some aspects of Jewish belief and practice 
while they led Christian lives ın public. ] 

7 [This passage has had an interesting “history.” Some of the early Zionist theoreticians and leaders 
(e.g., David ben Gurion) saw in this passage hints of the revival of an independent Jewish state 
grounded ın a secular ideology. It 1s highly unlikely, however, that Spinoza himself had any such 
thoughts ] 
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and their material welfare (since this is the only distinguishing mark between one 
nation and another); whereas in respect of understanding and true virtue there is 
no distinction between one nation and another, and in regard to these matters 
God has not chosen one nation before another. 


CHAPTER 4 


Of the Divine Law 


The word law, taken in its absolute sense, means that according to which each 
individual thing—either all in general or those of the same kind—act in one 
and the same fixed and determinate manner, this manner depending either on 
Nature’s necessity or on human will. A law which depends on Nature’s neces- 
sity is one which necessarily follows from the very nature of the thing, that is, 
its definition; a law which depends on human will, and which could more prop- 
erly be termed a statute [ius], is one which men ordain for themselves and for 
others with view to making life more secure and more convenient, or for other 
reasons. 

For example, the fact that all bodies colliding with smaller bodies lose as 
much of their own motion as they impart to other bodies is a universal law 
governing all bodies, and follows from Nature’s necessity. Similarly, the fact that 
a man, in remembering one thing, forthwith calls to mind another like it, or 
which he has seen along with it, is a law that necessarily follows from the nature 
of man. But the fact that men give up, or are compelled to give up, their natu- 
ral right and bind themselves to live under fixed rules, depends on human will. 
And although I grant that, in an absolute sense, all things are determined by 
the universal laws of Nature to exist and to act in a definite and determinate 
way,! I still say that these latter laws depend on human will. My reasons are as 
follows: 

l. Man, insofar as he is part of Nature, constitutes a part of the power of 
Nature. Thus whatever follows from the necessity of man’s nature— that is, from 
Nature as we conceive her to be determinately expressed in man’s nature — follows 
from human power, even though it does so necessarily. Therefore the enacting of 
these man-made laws may quite legitimately be said to depend on human will, for 
it depends especially on the power of the human mind in the following respect, 
that the human mind, insofar as it is concerned with the perception of truth and 
falsity, can be quite clearly conceived without these man-made laws, whereas it 
cannot be conceived without Nature’s necessary law, as defined above. 

2. We ought to define and explain things through their proximate causes. Gen- 
eralisations about fate and the interconnection of causes can be of no service to 
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us in forming and ordering our thoughts concerning particular things. Further- 
more, we plainly have no knowledge as to the actual co-ordination and intercon- 
nection of things—that is, the way in which things are in actual fact ordered and 
connected —so that for practical purposes it is better, indeed, it is essential, to con- 
sider things as contingent. So much for law taken in the absolute sense. 

Still, it seems to be by analogy that the word law is applied to natural phe- 
nomena, and ordinarily ‘law’ is used to mean simply a command which men can 
either obey or disobey, inasmuch as it restricts the total range of human power 
within set limits and demands nothing that is beyond the capacity of that power. 
So it seems more fitting that law should be defined in its narrower sense, that is, 
as a rule of life which man prescribes for himself or for others for some purpose. 
However, since the true purpose of law is usually apparent only to the few and is 
generally incomprehensible by the great majority in whose lives reason plays lit- 
tle part, in order to constrain all men alike legislators have wisely devised another 
motive for obedience, far different from that which is necessarily entailed by the 
nature of law. For those who uphold the law they promised what most appeals to 
the masses, while threatening transgressors with dire retribution, thus endeavour- 
ing to keep the multitude on a curb, as far as is practicable. Thus it came about 
that law was mainly regarded as rules of conduct imposed on men through the su- 
premacy of others, and consequently those who obey the law are said to live un- 
der the law and appear to be in bondage. And in truth he who renders to each his 
own through fear of the gallows is constrained in his action by another’s command 
and threat of punishment, and cannot be called a just man. But he who renders 
to each his own through awareness of the true principle of law and its necessity, 
is acting steadfastly and at his own will, not another’s, and so he is rightly termed 
a just man. This I take to be Paul’s intended meaning when he said that those who 
lived under the law could not be justified through the law; for justice, as com- 
monly defined, is the steadfast and constant will to render to each his own. It is 
for this reason, too, that Solomon said in Proverbs ch. 21 v. 15, “It is a joy to the 
just when judgment is done; but the workers of iniquity are in fear.” 

So since law is simply a rule of conduct which men lay down for themselves or 
for others to some end, it can be divided into human and divine law. By human law 
I mean a prescribed rule of conduct whose sole aim is to safeguard life and the com- 
monwealth; by divine law I mean that which is concerned only with the supreme 
good, that is, the true knowledge and love of God. This law I call divine because of 
the nature of the supreme good, which I shall now briefly explain as clearly as I can. 

Since our intellect forms the better part of us, it is evident that, if we wish to 
seek what is definitely to our advantage, we should endeavour above all to perfect 
itas far as we can, for in its perfection must consist our supreme good. Now since 
all our knowledge, and the certainty that banishes every possible doubt, depend 
solely on the knowledge of God—because, firstly, without God nothing can be or 
be conceived, and secondly, everything can be called into doubt as long as we 
have no clear and distinct idea of God?—it follows that our supreme good and 
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perfection depends solely on the knowledge of God. Again, since nothing can be 
or be conceived without God, it is clear that everything in Nature involves and 
expresses the conception of God in proportion to its essence and perfection; and 
therefore we acquire a greater and more perfect knowledge of God as we gain 
more knowledge of natural phenomena. To put it another way, since the knowl- 
edge of an effect through its cause is nothing other than the knowledge of a prop- 
erty of that cause, the greater our knowledge of natural phenomena, the more 
perfect is our knowledge of God’s essence, which is the cause of all things. So the 
whole of our knowledge, that is, our supreme good, not merely depends on the 
knowledge of God but consists entirely therein. This also follows from the prin- 
ciple that man’s perfection is the greater, or the reverse, according to the nature 
and perfection of the thing that he loves above all others. So he who loves above 
all the intellectual cognition of God, the most perfect Being, and takes especial 
delight therein, is necessarily most perfect, and partakes most in the highest 
blessedness. 

This, then, is the sum of our supreme good and blessedness,* to wit, the knowl- 
edge and love of God. So the means required to achieve this end of all human 
action— that is, God insofar as his idea exists in us—may be termed God’s com- 
mands, for they are ordained for us by God himself, as it were, insofar as he exists 
in our minds. So the rules for living a life that has regard to this end can fitly be 
called the Divine Law. An enquiry as to what these means are, and what are the 
rules of conduct required for this end, and how there follow therefrom the fun- 
damental principles of the good commonwealth and social organisation, belongs 
to a general treatise on Ethics. Here my discussion will be confined to a general 
consideration of the Divine Law. 

Since the love of God is man’s highest happiness and blessedness, and the fi- 
nal end and aim of all human action, it follows that only he observes the Divine 
Law who makes it his object to love God not through fear of punishment nor 
through love of some other thing such as sensual pleasure, fame and so forth, but 
from the mere fact that he knows God, or knows that the knowledge and love of 
God is the supreme good. So the sum of the Divine Law and its chief command 
is to love God as the supreme good; that is, as we have said, not from fear of some 
punishment or penalty nor from love of some other thing from which we desire 
to derive pleasure. For this truth is told us by the idea of God, that God is our 
supreme good, i.e. that the knowledge and love of God is the final end to which 
all our actions should be directed. But carnal man cannot understand these 
things; he thinks them foolish because he has too stunted a knowledge of God, 
and in this supreme good, it does only in philosophic thinking and pure activity 
of mind, he finds nothing to touch, to eat, or to feed the fleshly appetites which 
are his chief delight. But those who recognise that they have no more precious 
gift than intellect and a sound mind are sure to regard these as very substantial 
blessings. 
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We have now explained the essential nature of the Divine Law, and have de- 
fined human laws as all those which have a different aim. But from the latter cat- 
egory we must except laws that have been sanctioned by revelation, for in this case, 
too, things are referred to God, as we have already shown. And in this sense the 
Law of Moses, although it was not of universal application but specially adapted 
to the character and preservation of one particular people, can nevertheless be 
termed the Law of God, or Divine Law, since we believe it to have been sanc- 
tioned by prophetic insight. 

If we now consider the nature of the natural Divine Law as we have just ex- 
plained it, we shall see: 

l. That it is of universal application, or common to all mankind. For we have 
deduced it from human nature as such. 

2. That it does not demand belief in historical narratives of any kind whatso- 
ever. For since it is merely a consideration of human nature that leads us to this 
natural Divine Law, evidently it applies equally to Adam as to any other man, and 
equally to a man living in a community as to a hermit. Nor can the belief in his- 
torical narratives, however certain, give us knowledge of God, nor, consequently, 
of the love of God. For the love of God arises from the knowledge of God, a knowl- 
edge deriving from general axioms that are certain and self-evident, and so belief 
in historical narratives is by no means essential to the attainment of our supreme 
good. However, although belief in historical narratives cannot afford us the knowl- 
edge and love of God, I do not deny that their study can be very profitable in the 
matter of social relations. For the more we observe and the better we are ac- 
quainted with the ways and manners of men—and it is their actions that best pro- 
vide this knowledge—the more prudently we can live among them, and the more 
effectively we can adapt our actions and conduct to their character, as far as rea- 
son allows. 

3. We see that the natural Divine Law does not enjoin ceremonial rites, that is, 
actions which in themselves are of no significance and are termed good merely by 
tradition, or which symbolise some good necessary for salvation, or, if you prefer, 
actions whose explanation surpasses human understanding. For the natural light 
of reason enjoins nothing that is not within the compass of reason, but only what 
it can show us quite clearly to be a good, or a means to our blessedness. The things 
whose goodness derives only from authority and tradition, or from their symbolic 
representation of some good, cannot perfect our intellect; they are mere shadows, 
and cannot be counted as actions that are, as it were, the offspring and fruit of in- 
tellect and sound mind. There is no need for me to go further into this matter. 

4. Finally, we see that the supreme reward of the Divine Law is the law itself, 
namely, to know God and to love him in true freedom with all our heart and mind. 
The penalty it imposes is the deprivation of these things and bondage to the flesh, 
that is, an inconstant and irresolute spirit. 

Having made these points, we must now enquire: 


1. Whether by the natural light of reason we can conceive God as a lawgiver 
or ruler, ordaining laws for men. 
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2. What is the teaching of Holy Scripture concerning this natural light and 
law. 

3. For what purpose were ceremonial rites originally instituted. 

4. What good is served by knowing the sacred historical narratives, and by be- 
lieving them. 


The first two questions I shall discuss in this chapter, reserving the last two for 
the next chapter. 

Our conclusion as to the first question is easily deduced from the nature of 
God’s will, which is not distinct from his intellect except from the perspective of 
human reason. That is to say, God’s will and God’s intellect* in themselves are in 
reality one and the same thing; they are distinct only in relation to the thoughts 
we form when we think of God’s intellect. For example, when we have regard only 
to the fact that the nature of a triangle is eternally contained in the divine nature 
as an eternal truth, then we say that God has the idea of a triangle, or that he un- 
derstands the nature of a triangle. But when thereafter we consider the fact that 
it is solely from the necessity of the divine nature, and not from the necessity of 
the essence and nature ofa triangle, that the nature of a triangle is thus contained 
in the divine nature—or rather, the necessity of the essence and properties of a 
triangle, insofar as they are also conceived as eternal truths, depends not on the 
nature of a triangle but solely on the necessity of the divine nature and intellect— 
then that which we termed God’s intellect we call God’s will or decree. There- 
fore in respect of God our affirmation is one and the same, whether we say that 
God has eternally willed and decreed that the three angles of a triangle should be 
equal to two right angles, or that God has understood this fact. 

Hence it follows that God’s affirmations and negations always involve eternal 
necessity or truth. So if, for example, God said to Adam that he willed that Adam 
should not eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, it would have been a con- 
tradiction in terms for Adam to be able to eat of that tree. And so it would have 
been impossible for Adam to eat of it, because that divine decree must have in- 
volved eternal necessity and truth. However, since Scripture tells us that God did 
so command Adam, and that Adam did nevertheless eat of the tree, it must be ac- 
cepted that God revealed to Adam only the punishment he must incur if he 
should eat of that tree; the necessary entailment of that punishment was not 
revealed. Consequently, Adam perceived this revelation not as an eternal and nec- 
essary truth but as a law, that is to say, an enactment from which good or ill con- 
sequence would ensue not from the intrinsic nature of deed performed but only 
from the will and absolute power of some ruler. Therefore that revelation, solely 
in relation to Adam and solely because of the limitations of his knowledge, was a 
law, and God was a kind of lawgiver or ruler. For this same reason, namely, their 
lack of knowledge, in relation to the Hebrews alone the Decalogue was a law; for, 
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not knowing God’s existence as an eternal truth, it was inevitable that they should 
have perceived as a law what was revealed to them in the Decalogue, namely, that 
God existed, and that God alone must be worshipped. But if God had spoken to 
them directly, employing no physical means, they would have perceived this not 
as a law, but as an eternal truth. 

What we are here saying about the Israelites and Adam also applies to all the 
prophets who laid down laws in God’s name; they did not perceive God’s decrees 
adequately, as eternal truths. For example, in the case of Moses, too, we have to 
say that, as a result of revelation or basic principles revealed to him, he perceived 
a way by which the people of Israel could well be united in a particular territory 
to form a political union or state, and also a way by which that people could well 
be constrained to obedience. But he did not perceive, nor was it revealed to him, 
that this way was the best of all ways, nor that the end for which they were striv- 
ing would be a consequence necessarily entailed by the general obedience of the 
people in such a territory. Therefore he perceived all these things not as eternal 
truths, but as instructions and precepts, and he ordained them as laws of God. 
Hence it came about that he imagined God as a ruler, lawgiver, king, merciful, 
just and so forth; whereas these are all merely attributes of human nature, and not 
at all applicable to the divine nature. 

Now what] have said applies only to the prophets who laid down laws in God’s 
name, but not to Christ. With regard to Christ, although he also appears to have 
laid down laws in God’s name, we must maintain that he perceived things truly 
and adequately; for Christ was not so much a prophet as the mouthpiece of God. 
It was through the mind of Christ (as we showed in Chapter 1) that God made 
revelations to mankind just as he once did through angels, i.e. through a created 
voice, visions etc. Therefore to maintain that God adapted his revelation to 
Christ’s beliefs would be equally irrational as to maintain that God formerly 
adapted his revelations to the beliefs of angels in communication, that is, to the 
beliefs of a created voice and visions, so as to communicate to the prophets what 
was to be revealed. This would be the height of absurdity, especially so since 
Christ was sent to teach not only the Jews but the entire human race. Thus it was 
not enough for him to have a mind adapted to the beliefs of the Jews alone; his 
mind had to be adapted to the beliefs and doctrines held in common by all 
mankind, that is, to those axioms that are universally true. And surely this fact, 
that God revealed himself to Christ, or to Christ’s mind, directly, and not through 
words and images as in the case of the prophets, can have only this meaning, that 
Christ perceived truly, or understood, what was revealed. For it is when a thing is 
perceived by pure thought, without words or images, that it is understood.’ 

Christ, then, perceived truly and adequately the things revealed to him; so if 
ever he proclaimed these things as law, he did so because of the people’s igno- 
rance and obstinacy. Therefore in this matter he acted in God’s place, adapting 
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himself to the character of the people. So although his sayings were somewhat 
clearer than those of other prophets, his teaching of things revealed was still ob- 
scure and quite often took the form of parables, especially when he was address- 
ing those to whom it had not yet been granted to understand the kingdom of 
Heaven (see Matth. ch. 13 v. 10, and ff.). But doubtless, to those to whom it was 
granted to know the mysteries of Heaven, his teaching took the form of eternal 
truths, not of prescribed laws. In this way he freed them from bondage to the law, 
while nevertheless giving further strength and stability to the law, inscribing it 
deep in their hearts. 

Paul, too, appears to be making the same point in certain passages, namely, in 
his Epistle to the Romans, chapter 7 v. 6 and chapter 3 v. 28. Yet he, too, is un- 
willing to speak openly, but, as he says in the same Epistle chapter 3 v. 5 and in 
chapter 6 v. 19 he speaks only after the manner of men. This he expressly states 
when he calls God just, and it was undoubtedly in concession to the frailty of the 
flesh that he also ascribes to God mercy, grace, anger, and so forth, adapting his 
words to the character of the common people, or (as he also says in the First Epis- 
tle to the Corinthians, chapter 3 v. 1, 2) to the character of carnal man. For in the 
Epistle to the Romans chapter 9 v. 18 he tells us outright that God’s anger and 
mercy depend not on man’s works but on God’s vocation, that is, his will; and fur- 
ther, that no one is justified from the works of the law, but only from faith (see 
Epistle to the Romans chapter 3 v. 28), by which he surely means nothing other 
than the full consent of the mind. Lastly, he says that no one becomes blessed un- 
less he has in himself the mind of Christ (Rom. ch. 8 v. 9), meaning that he would 
thereby perceive the laws of God as eternal truths. 

We therefore conclude that it is only in concession to the understanding of the 
multitude and the defectiveness of their thought that God is described as a law- 
giver or ruler, and is called just, merciful and so on, and that in reality God acts 
and governs all things solely from the necessity of his own nature and perfection, 
and his decrees and volitions are eternal truths, always involving necessity.° So 
much for the first point I had proposed to explain and demonstrate. 

Let us, then, pass on to the second point, and perusing the Holy Writ, let us 
see what it tells us concerning the natural light of reason and this Divine Law. 
The first thing we encounter is the narrative of the first man, where we are told 
that God forbade Adam to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. This 
seems to mean that God commanded Adam to do good and to seek it for its good- 
ness, not insofar as it is contrary to evil; that is, to seek good from love of good, and 
not from fear of evil. For, as we have shown, he who does good from true knowl- 
edge and love of good acts freely and with a steadfast mind, whereas he who does 
good from fear of evil acts under constraint of evil, in bondage, and lives under 
anothers sway. This single command given by God to Adam comprehends the 
natural Divine Law in its entirety, and is in absolute agreement with the dictates 
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of the natural light of reason. It would not be difficult to explain on this basis the 
whole narrative or parable of the first man, but I refrain from so doing for two rea- 
sons. First, I cannot be absolutely sure that my explanation would be in agree- 
ment with the author’s intention; secondly, there are many who do not grant that 
this narrative is a parable, firmly maintaining that it is a straightforward account 
of fact. 

It will therefore be better to adduce other passages of Scripture, especially the 
words of one who speaks from the power of the natural light wherein he surpassed 
all the sages of his time, one whose sayings have been accepted by the people as 
having the same sanctity as those of the prophets. I refer to Solomon, who is com- 
mended in the Scriptures not so much for prophecy and piety as for prudence and 
wisdom. In his Proverbs he calls man’s intellect the fount of true life, and regards 
misfortune as consisting only in folly. Thus, he says in chapter 16 v. 22, “Under- 
standing (is) a wellspring of life to him that hath it,* and the punishment of fools 
is their folly.” Here it should be noted that in Hebrew the word ‘life’ without qual- 
ification signifies ‘true life’, as is clear from Deuteronomy chapter 30 v. 19. He 
thus identifies the fruit of intellect with true life alone, its privation being itself a 
punishment, in complete agreement with our remarks on the fourth point con- 
cerning the Divine Law. That this fountain of life, i.e. the intellect alone, pre- 
scribes laws for the wise—as we have also shown—is plainly taught by this same 
sage. For he says in chapter 13 v. 14, “The law of the wise is a fountain of life,” 
that is, as is clear from the text just quoted, the intellect. Again, in chapter 3 v. 13 
he tells us most explicitly that the intellect makes a man blessed and happy and 
affords true peace of mind. For he says, “Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, 
and the son of man that getteth understanding.” This is because, as he goes on to 
say in v. 16, 17, “Length of days** is in her right hand, and in her left hand riches 
and honour. Her ways” (that is, the ways pointed out by knowledge) “are ways of 
pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.” So Solomon, too, holds the opinion 
that only the wise live with tranquil and steadfast mind, unlike the wicked, whose 
minds are agitated by conflicting emotions; and so (as Isaiah, too, says in chapter 
57 v. 20) they have neither peace nor rest. 

Finally, we should particularly note the passages in the second chapter of the 
Proverbs of Solomon, which most clearly confirm our view. For in verse 3 of that 
chapter he begins thus, “If thou criest after knowledge and liftest up thy voice for 
understanding .. . then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord and find knowl- 
edge of the Lord.” (“Knowledge’ may perhaps be ‘love’, for the Hebrew word 
‘Jadah’ can have both meanings.) “For the Lord” (note well) “giveth wisdom. Out 
of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding.” By these words he is surely 
indicating as clearly as can be, first, that only wisdom or intellect teaches us to fear 


* Latin —domini. A Hebrew idiom. That which possesses something, or contains it ın its nature, is 
called lord of that thing. Thus a bird ıs called lord of wings in Hebrew, because it possesses wings; 
an intelligent being is called lord of intellect, because ıt possesses intellect. 


** A Hebrew idiom, meaning simply ‘life’ 
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God wisely, that is, to worship him with true devotion; and secondly, that wisdom 
and knowledge flow from the mouth of God and God bestows this upon us. This 
is the point we have also demonstrated above, namely, that our intellect and 
knowledge depend solely on the idea or our understanding of God, and spring 
from it and are perfected by it. Then Solomon goes on to say most explicitly, in 
verse 9, that this knowledge includes the true principles of Ethics and Politics, 
which can be deduced therefrom. “Then shalt thou understand righteousness 
and judgment and equity, yea, every good path.” Not content with this, he con- 
tinues, “When wisdom entereth into thy heart and knowledge is pleasant unto thy 
soul, discretion* shall preserve thee, and understanding shall keep thee.” All this 
is plainly in accord with natural knowledge, for it is natural knowledge that 
teaches us ethics and true virtue, once we have arrived at the knowledge of things 
and have tasted the excellence of understanding. 

Thus Solomon, too, takes the view that the happiness and peace of the man 
who cultivates his natural understanding depends mainly not on the sway of for- 
tune (that is, on God’s external help) but on his own internal virtue (or God’s in- 
ternal help), because he owes his self&preservation mainly to his own vigilance, 
conduct and wise counsel. 

Finally, we must here by no means omit the passage in Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans chapter 1 v. 20, where he speaks thus (as Tremellius translates from the 
Syriac text), “For the invisible things of God from the creation of the world are 
clearly seen through the intellect in the things that are made, even his power and 
his Godhead which is unto eternity, so that they are without excuse.” Here he 
quite clearly indicates that, by the natural light of reason, all can clearly under- 
stand the power and eternal divinity of God, from which they can know and in- 
fer what they should seek and what they should avoid. So he concludes that all 
are without excuse and cannot plead ignorance, which they could assuredly do if 
he were speaking of a supernatural light, and of the passion and resurrection of 
Christ in the flesh, and so forth. And he therefore continues a little later at verse 
24 as follows, “Therefore God gave them up to the unclean lusts of their hearts . . .” 
through the rest of the chapter, describing the vices of ignorance and setting them 
forth as the punishment of ignorance. This is plainly in accord with the Proverbs 
of Solomon, chapter 16 v. 22, which we have already quoted, “The punishment 
of fools is their folly.” It is not surprising, then, that Paul says that the wicked are 
without excuse. For as each sows, so shall he reap; out of evil, unless it be wisely 
corrected, evil inevitably follows, and out of good, good, if hearts be steadfast. 

Therefore Scripture unreservedly commends the natural light and the natural 
Divine Law. And with this I have completed the task undertaken in this chapter. 


* The Hebrew word ‘mezima’ properly means thought, deliberation and vigilance 
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CHAPTER 5 


Of the reason for the institution of ceremonial observances. 
Belief in the Biblical narratives: in what way 
and for whom it is necessary 


In the previous chapter we showed that the Divine Law, which makes men truly 
blessed and teaches the true life, is of universal application to all men. Indeed, 
our method of deducing it from human nature shows that it must be considered 
as innate in the human mind and inscribed therein, as it were. Now ceremonial 
observances— those, at least, that are laid down in the Old Testament—were 
instituted for the Hebrews alone, and were so adapted to the nature of their gov- 
ernment that they could not be practised by the individual but involved the com- 
munity as a whole. So it is evident that they do not pertain to the Divine Law, and 
therefore do not contribute to blessedness and virtue. They have regard only to 
the election of the Hebrews, that is (as we demonstrated in Chapter 3), to their 
temporal and material prosperity and peaceful government, and therefore could 
have been of practical value only while their state existed. If in the Old Testament 
we find them included in God’s law, this can only be because they owed their in- 
stitution to revelation, or to principles revealed therein. However, since reason, 
be it of the soundest, carries little weight with the common run of theologians, I 
now intend to confirm by Scriptural authority what we have just demonstrated; 
and then, for greater clarity, I shall go on to show how and why ceremonial ob- 
servances served to strengthen and preserve the Jewish state. 

Ofall Isaiah’s teachings nothing is clearer than this, that the Divine Law, taken 
in astrict sense, signifies not ceremonial observance, but the universal law that con- 
sists in the true way of life. In chapter 1 v. 10, where the prophet calls upon his 
countrymen to hear from him the Divine Law, he first excludes from it sacrifices 
of every kind and all festivals, and then goes on to teach the law itself (see verses 
16, 17) which he summarises under these few headings: cleanliness of heart, the 
habit or practice of virtue, or good actions, and succouring the helpless. Testimony 
no less striking is given by the passage in Psalm 40 v. 6, 8, where the Psalmist ad- 
dresses God, “Sacrifice and offering thou didst not desire, mine ears hast thou 
opened;* burnt offering and sin-offering hast thou not required; I delight to do thy 
will, O my God; yea, thy law is within my heart.” So it is only what is inscribed in 
the heart, or mind, that the Psalmist calls God’s law, and he excludes from it cere- 
monial observances; for the latter are good not by nature but by convention, and 
so are not inscribed in the heart. Besides these passages, Scripture contains others 
giving the same testimony, but it is enough to have cited these two. 


* A Hebrew expression signifying understanding. 
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The fact that the observance of ceremonies has regard only to the temporal pros- 
perity of the state and in no way contributes to blessedness is also evident from 
Scripture, which for ceremonial observance promises nothing but material ad- 
vantages and pleasures, while blessedness is promised only for observance of the 
universal Divine Law. In the five books commonly attributed to Moses the only 
promise made, as I have already said, is worldly success —honours or fame, victory, 
riches, life’s pleasures and health. And although these five books contain much 
about moral teaching as well as ceremonial observance, these passages are not set 
forth as moral teachings of universal application to all men, but as commands par- 
ticularly adapted to the understanding and character of only their state. For exam- 
ple, it is not as a teacher or prophet that Moses forbids the Jews to kill or to steal; it 
is as a lawgiver or ruler that he issues these commands. He does not justify his pre- 
cepts by reasoning, but attaches to his commands a penalty, a penalty which can 
vary, and must vary, to suit the character of each single nation, as we well know 
from experience. So, too, his command not to commit adultery has regard only to 
the good of the commonwealth and state. If he had intended this to be a moral pre- 
cept that had regard not merely to the good of the commonwealth but to the peace 
of mind and the true blessedness of the individual, he would have condemned not 
merely the external act but the very wish, as did Christ, who taught only universal 
moral precepts (see Matth. ch. 5 v. 28). It is for this reason that Christ promises a 
spiritual reward, not, like Moses, a material reward. For Christ, as I have said, was 
sent not to preserve the state and to institute laws, but only to teach the universal 
law. Hence, we can readily understand that Christ by no means abrogated the law 
of Moses, for it was not Christ’s purpose to introduce new laws into the common- 
wealth. His chief concern was to teach moral doctrines, keeping them distinct from 
the laws of the commonwealth. This was mainly on account of the ignorance of 
the Pharisees, who thought that the blessed life was his who observed the laws of 
the commonwealth, i.e. the law of Moses; whereas, in fact, this law concerned only 
public good, and its aim was to coerce the Hebrews rather than instruct them. 

But let us return to our theme, and cite other passages of Scripture which prom- 
ise for ceremonial observance nothing but material benefits, reserving blessedness 
solely for the universal Divine Law. None of the prophets spoke more clearly on 
this subject than Isaiah. In chapter 58, after his condemnation of hypocrisy he com- 
mends the freeing of the oppressed and charity towards oneself and one’s neigh- 
bour, promising in return, “Then shall thy light break forth as the morning, and 
thine health shall spring forth speedily, and thy righteousness shall go before thee; 
the glory of the Lord shall gather thee in.”* Then he goes on to commend the Sab- 
bath, too, and for its diligent observance he promises, “Then shalt thou delight thy- 
self in the Lord,** and I shall cause thee to ride upon the high places of the 
earth,*** and feed thee with the heritage of Jacob, thy father; for the mouth of the 


* A Hebrew expression referring to death. “To be gathered unto one’s people’ means to die. See 
Genesis chapter 49 v. 29, 33. 


** Means ‘to take honourable pleasure,’ as in the Dutch saying, ‘Met Godt en met eere.’ 
*** Means ‘to hold sway, like holding a horse on the rein 
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Lord hath spoken it.” So we see that, in return for the freeing of the oppressed and 
for charity, the prophet promises a healthy mind in a healthy body, and the glory 
of the Lord even after death; but in return for the observance of ceremonies he 
promises only the security of the state, prosperity, and material success. 

In Psalms 15 and 24 no mention is made of ceremonies but only of moral doc- 
trine, obviously because their only theme is blessedness, and this alone is set be- 
fore us, although by way of parable. For it is evident that by ‘the hill of God’ and 
‘his tabernacle’ and the abiding therein is meant blessedness and peace of mind, 
not the mount of Jerusalem nor the tent of Moses; for nobody dwelt in these 
places, and they were looked after by those of the tribe of Levi. Then again, all 
those sayings of Solomon which I quoted in the previous chapter also promise true 
blessedness simply in return for the cultivation of intellect and wisdom, for from 
wisdom will the fear of God come to be understood, and the knowledge of God 
be found. 

That the Hebrews are not bound to practise their ceremonial rites since the de- 
struction of their state is clear from Jeremiah, who, when he saw and proclaimed 
the imminent ruin of the city, said that God delights only in those who know and 
understand that he exercises lovingkindness, judgment and righteousness in the 
earth, and so thereafter only those who know these things are to be deemed wor- 
thy of praise (see chapter 9 v. 23). This is as much as to say that after the destruc- 
tion of the city, God demanded no special service of the Jews and sought nothing 
of them thereafter except the natural law by which all men are bound. 

The New Testament, too, plainly supports this view; for, as I have said, it 
teaches only moral doctrine and the promised reward is the Kingdom of Heaven, 
while the Apostles made no mention of ceremonial rites once they had extended 
the preaching of the Gospel to other nations who were bound by the laws ofa dif- 
ferent commonwealth. The Pharisees did indeed retain these rites, or a great part 
of them, after the loss of their independent state; but their object in so doing was 
to oppose the Christians rather than to please God. For when they were led away 
in captivity to Babylon after the first destruction of the city, they straightway aban- 
doned their observance of ceremonies. Indeed, they turned their backs on the 
entire Mosaic Law, consigned to oblivion the laws of their native land as being 
obviously pointless, and began to be assimilated to other nations, as Ezra and 
Nehemiah make abundantly clear. Therefore there is no doubt that, since the fall 
of their independent state, Jews are no more bound by the Mosaic Law than they 
were before their political state came into being. For while they were living among 
other nations before the exodus from Egypt, they had no special laws to them- 
selves; they were bound by no law other than the natural law, and doubtless the 
law of the state in which they dwelt, insofar as that was not opposed to the natu- 
ral Divine Law. 

As to the fact that the Patriarchs offered sacrifice to God, I think they did this 
in order to stimulate a feeling of reverence in their minds, which were accustomed 
from childhood to seeing sacrifice offered. For all men from the time of Enoch 
were quite familiar with the offering of sacrifice, and consequently this was the 
principle means of inducing reverence. Thus the Patriarchs sacrificed to God not 
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through some command imposed on them by God, nor because they were in- 
structed by the universal principles of the Divine Law, but only from contempo- 
rary custom. And if they did so by anyone’s command, that command was simply 
the existing law of the commonwealth in which they were dwelling, by which 
they, too, were bound, as we have remarked both in this chapter and in Chapter 
3 when speaking of Melchizedek. 

With these quotations I think I have confirmed my view by Scriptural author- 
ity. It now remains for me to show how and why ceremonial rites served to 
preserve and strengthen the Hebrew state. This I shall demonstrate as briefly as 
possible, arguing from universally valid principles. 

The formation of a society is advantageous, even absolutely essential, not 
merely for security against enemies but for the efficient organisation of an econ- 
omy. If men did not afford one another mutual aid, they would lack both the skill 
and the time to support and preserve themselves to the greatest possible extent. 
All men are not equally suited to all activities, and no single person would be ca- 
pable of supplying all his own needs. Each would find strength and time fail him 
if he alone had to plough, sow, reap, grind, cook, weave, stitch and perform all 
the other numerous tasks to support life, not to mention the arts and sciences 
which are also indispensable for the perfection of human nature and its blessed- 
ness. We see that those who live in a barbarous way with no civilising influences 
lead a wretched and almost brutish existence, and even so their few poor and 
crude resources are not acquired without some degree of mutual help. 

Now if men were so constituted by nature as to desire nothing but what is pre- 
scribed by true reason, society would stand in no need of any laws. Nothing would 
be required but to teach men true moral doctrine, and they would then act to their 
true advantage of their own accord, whole-heartedly and freely. But human nature 
is far differently constituted. All men do, indeed, seek their own advantage, but by 
no means from the dictates of sound reason. For the most part the objectives they 
seek and judge to be beneficial are determined only by fleshly desire, and they are 
carried away by their emotions, which take no account of the future or of other 
considerations. Hence no society can subsist without government and coercion, 
and consequently without laws to control and restrain men’s lusts and their unbri- 
dled urges. Yet human nature will not submit to unlimited repression, and, as 
Seneca! says in his tragedy, rule that depends on violence has never long contin- 
ued; moderate rule endures. For as long as men act only from fear, they are doing 
what they are most opposed to doing, taking no account of the usefulness and the 
necessity of the action to be done, concerned only not to incur capital or other 
punishment. Indeed, they inevitably rejoice at misfortune or injury to their ruler 
even when this involves their own considerable misfortune, and they wish every ill 
on him, and bring this about when they can. Again, men are impatient above all 
at being subject to their equals and under their rule. Finally, there is nothing more 
difficult than to take away freedom from men to whom it has once been granted. 


1 [In the Troades. The same quotation occurs in Chapter 16.—S.S.] 
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From this it follows, first, that either the entire community, if possible, should 
hold the reins of government as a single body, so that all are thus required to ren- 
der obedience to themselves and no one to his equal; or, alternatively, if sover- 
eignty is invested in a few men or in one alone, he should be endowed with some 
extraordinary quality, or must at least make every effort to convince the masses of 
this. Secondly, in every state laws should be so devised that men may be influ- 
enced not so much by fear as by hope of some good that they urgently desire; for 
in this way each will be eager to do his duty. Finally, since obedience consists in 
carrying out orders simply by reason of the authority of a ruler, it follows that this 
has no place in a community where sovereignty is vested in all the citizens, and 
laws are sanctioned by common consent. In such a community the people would 
remain equally free whether laws were multiplied or diminished, since it would 
act not from another’s bidding but from its own consent. But the opposite is the 
case when sovereignty is vested absolutely in one man alone; for all do the state’s 
bidding on the authority of only one man. So unless they have been brought up 
from the beginning to give unquestioning obedience to a ruler, he will find it dif 
ficult to institute new laws when they are needed and to deprive the people of a 
freedom that has once been granted. 

From these general considerations let us pass on to the particular case of the 
commonwealth of the Hebrews. When they first went out from Egypt, being no 
longer bound by the laws of any nation, they were at liberty to sanction any new 
laws they pleased or to establish new ordinances, to maintain a state wherever 
they wished and to occupy any lands they wished. However, the task of estab- 
lishing a wise system of laws and of keeping the government in the hands of the 
whole community was quite beyond them; for they were in general inexperi- 
enced in such matters and exhausted by the wretched conditions of slavery. 
Therefore government had to remain in the hands of one man who would is- 
sue commands and enforce them on others; who would, in short, ordain laws 
and thereafter interpret them. Such sovereignty Moses easily succeeded in 
keeping in his hands, because he surpassed all others in divine power which he 
convinced the people that he possessed, providing many proofs thereof (see 
Exodus chapter 14 last verse and chapter 19 v. 9). He, then, by the divine power 
with which he was gifted, established a system of law and ordained it for 
the people. But in so doing he made every effort to see that the people should 
do their duty willingly rather than through fear. To this he was urged by two 
considerations, the obstinate nature of a people who cannot be coerced merely 
by force, and the imminence of war. To achieve military success soldiers have 
to be encouraged rather than terrorised by threats of punishment, for in this 
way each will seek to distinguish himself by valorous deeds and courage, 
and not merely try to avoid punishment. This, then, was the reason why 
Moses, by his divine power and authority, introduced a state religion: it was to 
make the people do their duty from devotion rather than fear. Furthermore, 
he bound them by consideration of benefits received, while promising many 
more benefits from God in the future. And the laws he established were not 
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unduly harsh, as anyone who studies them will readily grant, especially if he 
considers the number of circumstantial details required for the conviction of 
the accused.” 

Finally, in order that a people incapable of self-rule should be utterly sub- 
servient to its ruler, he did not allow these men, habituated as they were to slav- 
ery, to perform any action at their own discretion. The people could do nothing 
without being required at the same time to remember the law and to follow its 
commands, which were dependent solely on the ruler’s will. Ploughing, sowing, 
reaping were not permitted at their discretion, but had to accord with the fixed 
and determinate command of the law. They could not even eat, dress, cut their 
hair, shave, make merry or do anything whatsoever except in accordance with 
commands and instructions laid down by the law. And this was not all; they had 
to have certain signs on their doorposts, on their hands and between the eyes, to 
give them constant reminder of the duty of obedience. 

This, then, was the object of ceremonial observance, that men should never 
act of their own volition but always at another’s behest, and that in their actions 
and inward thoughts they should at all times acknowledge that they were not their 
own masters but completely subordinate to another. From all these considerations 
it is quite indisputable that ceremonial observances contribute nothing to 
blessedness, and that those specified in the Old Testament, and indeed the whole 
Mosaic Law, were relevant only to the Hebrew state, and consequently to no more 
than temporal prosperity. 

With regard to Christian ceremonies, namely, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, fes- 
tivals, public prayers and all the other ceremonies that are, and always have been, 
common to all Christendom, if they were ever instituted by Christ or the Apos- 
tles (of which I am not yet convinced), they were instituted only as external sym- 
bols of a universal Church, not as conducing to blessedness or as containing an 
intrinsic holiness. Therefore, although it was not to support a sovereign state that 
these ceremonies were instituted, yet their only purpose was the unification of a 
particular society, and thus he who lives in solitude is by no means bound by them. 
Indeed, he who lives under a government where the Christian religion is forbid- 
den is required to abstain from these ceremonies, and can nevertheless live a 
blessed life. There is an instance of this in Japan, where the Christian religion is 
forbidden. The Dutch who live there are required by the East India Company to 
refrain from practising any external rites. I do not think it necessary to support this 
view by other authority, and although it would not be difficult to deduce it also 
from the fundamental principles of the New Testament and perhaps to demon- 
strate it by further convincing testimony, I leave this topic the more willingly as I 
am anxious to move on to other points. I therefore proceed to the second topic I 


2 (Spinoza is alluding here to the requirements of Jewish criminal law that prescribe in a case ın- 
volving capital punishment—for example, murder—that the murderer had to be forewarned by 
two witnesses. These witnesses must have informed the perpetrator of the gravity of the act and the 
specific punishment for it If any of these conditions ıs absent, the killer cannot be punished with 
death. | 
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proposed to discuss in this chapter: for whom, and in what way, belief in the nar- 
ratives of Holy Scripture is requisite. To examine this question by the natural light 
of reason, I think it proper to proceed as follows. 

If anyone, in arguing for or against a proposition which is not self-evident, seeks 
to persuade others to accept his view, he must prove his point from premises that 
are granted, and he must convince his audience on empirical grounds or by force 
of reason; that is, either from what sense-perception tells them occurs in Nature, 
or through self-evident intellectual axioms. Now unless experience is such as to 
be clearly and distinctly understood, it cannot have so decisive an effect on a man’s 
understanding and dispel the mists of doubt as when the desired conclusion is de- 
duced solely from intellectual axioms, that is, from the mere force of the intellect 
and its orderly apprehensions. This is especially so if the point at issue is a spiri- 
tual matter and does not come within the scope of the senses. 

Now the process of deduction solely from intellectual axioms usually demands 
the apprehension of a long series of connected propositions, as well as the great- 
est caution, acuteness of intelligence, and restraint, all of which qualities are 
rarely to be found among men. So men prefer to be taught by experience rather 
than engage in the logical process of deduction from a few axioms. Hence it fol- 
lows that if anyone sets out to teach some doctrine to an entire nation— not to say 
the whole of mankind—and wants it to be intelligible to all in every detail, he 
must rely entirely on an appeal to experience, and he must above all adapt his ar- 
guments and the definitions relevant to his doctrine to the understanding of the 
common people, who form the greatest part of mankind. He must not set before 
them a logical chain of reasoning nor frame the kind of definitions that are best 
suited to logical thinking. Otherwise he will be writing only for the learned; that 
is, he will be comprehensible only to a small minority. 

Therefore, since the whole of Scripture was revealed in the first place for an 
entire nation, and eventually for all mankind, its contents had to be adapted par- 
ticularly to the understanding of the common people, and it had to appeal only 
to experience. Let us explain more clearly. The teachings of Scripture that are 
concerned only with philosophic matters can be summed up as follows: that there 
isa God or Being who made all things and who directs and sustains the world with 
supreme wisdom; that he takes the utmost care of men, that is, those of them who 
live moral and righteous lives; and that he severely punishes the others and cuts 
them off from the good. Now Scripture establishes this simply by appealing to ex- 
perience, that is, by its historical narratives; it does not provide any definitions of 
the terms it employs, but its language and reasoning is adapted to the under- 
standing of the common people. And although experience can give no clear 
knowledge of these matters, and cannot teach what God is and in what way he 
sustains and directs all things and cares for men, it can still teach and enlighten 
men as far as suffices to impress on their minds obedience and devotion. 

I think we have now shown quite clearly for whom, and in what way, belief in 
the narratives of Holy Scripture is requisite. From what we have already demon- 
strated it undoubtedly follows that knowledge of these writings and belief in them 
is in the highest degree necessary for the common people who lack the ability to 
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perceive things clearly and distinctly. It further follows that he who rejects these 
writings because he does not believe in God, or does not believe that God cares 
for the world and mankind, is an impious person. But he who, while unac- 
quainted with these writings, nevertheless knows by the natural light that there is 
a God having the attributes we have recounted, and who also pursues a true way 
of life, is altogether blessed — indeed, more blessed than the multitude, because 
in addition to true beliefs he also has a clear and distinct conception of God. Fi- 
nally, it follows that he who is neither acquainted with these Biblical narratives 
nor has any knowledge from the natural light, if he be not impious or obstinate, 
is yet hardly human and close to being a beast, possessing none of God’s gifts. 

However, it should here be noted that when we say that it is in the highest de- 
gree requisite for the multitude to be acquainted with the Biblical narratives, we 
do not mean that they need to know absolutely all the narratives of Holy Scrip- 
ture, but only those narratives that are of the first importance, and which, taken 
alone, display quite clearly the teachings we have just recounted, and make a strik- 
ing impression on men’s minds. For if all the Scriptural narratives were essential 
for demonstrating its teachings, and no conclusion could be drawn except by tak- 
ing complete account of them all without exception, then surely the conclusive 
demonstration of its doctrine would be beyond the understanding and powers not 
only of the common people but of any human being. For who could pay atten- 
tion all at once to such a vast number of narratives, to all the accompanying de- 
tail and the partial accounts of a doctrine that would have to be drawn from so 
many diverse narratives? For my part, I cannot believe that those who bequeathed 
to us the Scriptures in their present form were men of such outstanding ability as 
to be capable of following in detail a demonstration of that kind. Still less am I 
convinced that the doctrine of Scripture cannot be understood without our hear- 
ing of the quarrels of Isaac, Achitophel’s advice to Absalom, the civil war between 
the men of Judah and the men of Israel, and other chronicles of this kind. Nor 
can I believe that historical narratives could not have demonstrated this doctrine 
to the earlier Jews of the time of Moses quite as well as to the contemporaries of 
Ezra. The common people, then, need to be acquainted only with those narra- 
tives that are most effective in instilling obedience and devotion. But the com- 
mon people are not themselves qualified to judge of these narratives, being more 
disposed to take pleasure in the stories and in strange and unexpected happenings 
than in the doctrine implicit in the narratives; and, therefore, besides reading the 
narratives they also stand in need of pastors or ministers of the Church to instruct 
them in a way suited to their limited intelligence. 

However, let us not stray from our theme, but proceed to the conclusion which 
itwas our main purpose to prove, namely, that belief in historical narratives of any 
kind whatsoever has nothing to do with the Divine Law, that it does not in itself 
make men blessed, that its only value lies in the lesson conveyed, in which respect 
alone some narratives can be superior to others. So the narratives of the Old and 
New Testament differ in excellence from non-sacred writings and from one an- 
other to the extent that they inspire salutary beliefs. Therefore ifa man reads the 
narratives of Holy Scripture and has complete faith in them, and yet pays no heed 
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to the lesson that Scripture thereby aims to convey, and leads no better life, he 
might just as well have read the Koran or a poetic drama or at any rate ordinary 
history, giving the same attention as common people do to such writings. On the 
other hand, as we have said, he who is totally unacquainted with the Biblical nar- 
ratives, but nevertheless holds salutary beliefs and pursues the true way of life, is 
absolutely blessed and has within him the spirit of Christ. 

Now the Jews take a completely contrary view. They maintain that true beliefs 
and a true way of life contribute nothing to blessedness as long as men embrace 
them only from the natural light of reason, and notas teachings revealed to Moses 
by prophetic inspiration. This is what Maimonides ventures openly to affirm in 
chapter 8 of Kings, Law 11, “Every man who takes to heart the seven command- 
ments* and diligently follows them belongs to the pious of nations and is heir to 
the world to come; that is to say, if he takes them to heart and follows them be- 
cause God has ordained them in his Law, and has revealed to us through Moses 
that they were formerly ordained for the sons of Noah. But if he follows them 
through the guidance of reason, he is not a dweller among the pious nor among 
the wise of nations.”* Such are the words of Maimonides, to which Rabbi Joseph,* 
son of Shem Tob, in his book called Kebod Elohim, or Glory of God, adds this, 
that although Aristotle (whom he considers to have written the finest work on 
Ethics, esteeming him above all others) may have neglected none of the precepts 
of true morality—which he also advocated in his own Ethics—and may have dili- 
gently followed all these teachings, this could not have furthered his own salva- 
tion, because he embraced these doctrines not as divine teachings prophetically 
revealed, but solely through the dictates of reason. 

However, I think that any attentive reader will be convinced that these are mere 
figments of imagination, unsupported by rational argument or Scriptural author- 
ity. To state this view is sufficient to refute it. Nor do I here intend to refute the view 
of those who maintain that the natural light of reason can give no sound instruc- 
tion in matters concerning true salvation. Those who deny to themselves a faculty 


* N.B. The Jews believe that God gave Noah seven commandments, which alone are binding on all 
peoples; but to the Jews alone he gave many other commandments, making them more blessed 
than the rest. 

3 [Spinoza’s reference to Maimonides 1s elliptical; the full citation should be Maimonides’ Code of 
Law (Mishneh Torah), Book of Kings, chapter 8, law 11 As some modern scholars have noted, Spin- 
oza’s text of Maimonides’ Code 1s not accurate Whereas in the TTP, Spinoza reads“ . nor among 
the wise of nations,” the correct reading 1s “but only of the wise of nations.” That 1s, according to 
Maimonides, the non-Jew must accept the moral law as revealed by God in order to merit entry into 
the World-to-Come, or in Spinoza’s language, to be blessed If not, the non-Jew who observes the 
moral commandments from rational argument and considerations 1s just wise, not pious or blessed. 
Maimonides’ position was not universally accepted by Jews. Spinoza, however, uses ıt as a weapon 
against Judaism and also by implication any religion that makes dogmatic belief and ritual obser- 
vances necessary conditions for blessedness. ] 


> 


[Joseph ben Shem Tov, a fifteenth-century Spanish Jewish scholar, was a critical Maimonidean, 
who had reservations concerning the extent to which Anstotelian philosophy could be made con- 
sistent with Judaism and conversely. In addition to the treatise cited by Spinoza, he wrote a com- 
mentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics | 
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for sound reasoning cannot claim to prove their assertion by reasoning. And if they 
claim for themselves some suprarational faculty, this is the merest fiction, and far 
inferior to reason. This has been shown clearly enough by the manner of life they 
usually adopt. But there is no need to speak more openly about such people. This 
only will I add: we cannot know anyone except by his works. He who abounds in 
these fruits—charity, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gen- 
tleness and self-control, against which (as Paul says in Galatians chapter 5 v. 22) 
the law is not laid down, he, whether he be taught by reason alone or by Scripture 
alone, is in truth taught by God, and is altogether blessed. 

Thus I have completed all that I undertook to discuss regarding the Divine 
Law. 


CHAPTER 6 


Of Miracles 


Just as men are accustomed to call divine the kind of knowledge that surpasses hu- 
man understanding, so they call divine, or the work of God, any work whose cause 
is generally unknown. For the common people suppose that God’s power and 
providence are most clearly displayed when some unusual event occurs in Nature 
contrary to their habitual beliefs concerning Nature, particularly if such an event 
is to their profit or advantage. They consider that the clearest possible evidence 
of God’s existence is provided when Nature deviates—as they think—from her 
proper order. Therefore they believe that all those who explain phenomena and 
miracles through natural causes, or who strive to understand them so, are doing 
away with God, or at least God’s providence. They consider that God is inactive 
all the while that Nature pursues her normal course, and, conversely, that Na- 
ture’s power and natural causes are suspended as long as God is acting. Thus they 
imagine that there are two powers quite distinct from each other, the power of 
God and the power of Nature, though the latter is determined in a definite way 
by God, or—as is the prevailing opinion nowadays—created by God. What they 
mean by the two powers, and what by God and Nature, they have no idea, except 
that they imagine God’s power to be like the rule of some royal potentate, and Na- 
ture’s power to be a kind of force and energy. 

Therefore unusual works of Nature are termed miracles, or works of God, by 
the common people; and partly from piety, partly for the sake of opposing those 
who cultivate the natural sciences, they prefer to remain in ignorance of natural 
causes, and are eager to hear only of what is least comprehensible to them and con- 
sequently evokes their greatest wonder. Naturally so, since it is only by abolishing 
natural causes and imagining supernatural events that they are able to worship God 
and refer all things to God’s governance and God’s will; and it is when they imag- 
ine Nature’s power subdued, as it were, by God that they most admire God’s power. 
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This idea seems to have originated with the early Jews. In order to refute the 
beliefs of the Gentiles of their time who worshipped visible gods—the Sun, the 
Moon, the Earth, Water, Sky and so on—and to prove to them that these gods 
were weak and inconstant, or changeable and under the command of an invisi- 
ble God, they boasted of their miracles, from which they further sought to prove 
that the whole of Nature was directed for their sole benefit by command of God 
whom they worshipped. This idea has found such favour with mankind that they 
have not ceased to this day to invent miracles with view to convincing people that 
they are more beloved of God than others, and are the final cause of God’s cre- 
ation and continuous direction of the world. 

To what lengths will the folly of the multitude not carry them? They have no 
sound conception either of God or of Nature, they confuse God’s decisions with 
human decisions, and they imagine Nature to be so limited that they believe man 
to be its chief part. 

I have now devoted enough space to setting forth the beliefs and prejudices of 
the multitude concerning Nature. However, for the sake of orderly exposition, I 
shall demonstrate: 

l. That no event can occur to contravene Nature, which preserves an eternal 
fixed and immutable order. At the same time I shall explain what is to be under- 
stood by a miracle. 

2. That neither God’s essence nor God’s existence—nor, consequently, God’s 
providence—can be known from miracles. All these can be far better appre- 
hended from Nature’s fixed and immutable order. 

3. Ishall cite a number of passages in Scripture to prove that, by God’s decrees 
and volitions, and consequently God’s providence, Scripture itself means nothing 
other than Nature’s order, which necessarily follows from her eternal laws. 

4. Finally, I shall discuss the method of interpreting Scriptural miracles, and 
the chief points to be noted regarding the narratives of miracles. 

These are the principal topics which form the subject-matter of this chapter, 
and which I furthermore consider to be of no small profit in furthering the pur- 
pose of this entire work. 

As to the first point, this is easily demonstrated from what I have set forth in Chap- 
ter 4 concerning the Divine Law; namely, that all that God wills or determines in- 
volves eternal necessity and truth; for by establishing the identity of God’s intellect 
with God’s will we showed that we make the same affirmation in saying that God 
wills something as in saying that God understands that thing. Therefore the neces- 
sity whereby it follows from the divine nature and perfection that God understands 
some thing as it is, is the same necessity from which it follows that God wills that 
thing as it is. Now since nothing is necessarily true save by the divine decree, it quite 
clearly follows that the universal laws of Nature are merely God’s decrees, follow- 
ing from the necessity and perfection of the divine nature. So if anything were to 
happen in Nature contrary to her universal laws, it would also be necessarily con- 
trary to the decree, intellect and nature of God. Or if anyone were to maintain that 
God performs some act contrary to the laws of Nature, he would at the same time 
have to maintain that God acts contrary to his own nature—of which nothing could 
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be more absurd. The same could also be easily proved from the fact that the power 
of Nature is the divine power and virtue, and the divine power is the very essence 
of God. But I prefer to pass this by for the present. 

Nothing, then, can happen in Nature* to contravene her own universal laws, 
nor yet anything that is not in agreement with these laws or that does not follow 
from them. For whatever occurs does so through God’s will and eternal decree; 
that is, as we have already shown, all that happens does so in accordance with laws 
and rules which involve eternal necessity and truth. Nature, then, always observes 
laws and rules involving eternal necessity and truth although these are not all 
known to us, and thus it also observes a fixed and immutable order. Nor can any 
sound reasoning persuade us to attribute to Nature a limited power and virtue, 
and to regard her laws as having only a restricted application. For since the virtue 
and power of Nature is the very virtue and power of God, and the laws and rules 
of Nature are God’s very decrees, there can be no doubt that Nature’s power is in- 
finite, and her laws sufficiently wide to extend to everything that is conceived even 
by the divine intellect. Otherwise it would surely have to be maintained that God 
created Nature so ineffective and prescribed for her laws and rules so barren that 
he is often constrained to come once more to her rescue if he wants her to be pre- 
served, and the course of events to be as he desires. This I consider to be utterly 
divorced from reason. 

So from these considerations—that nothing happens in Nature that does not 
follow from her laws, that her laws cover everything that is conceived even by the 
divine intellect, and that Nature observes a fixed and immutable order— it follows 
most clearly that the word miracle can be understood only with respect to men’s 
beliefs, and means simply an event whose natural cause we—or at any rate the 
writer or narrator of the miracle—cannot explain by comparison with any other 
normal event. I might indeed have said that a miracle is that whose cause cannot 
be explained on scientific principles known to us by the natural light of reason. 
However, since miracles were wrought according to the understanding of the 
common people who were quite ignorant of the principles of science, men of old 
doubtless regarded as a miracle whatever they could not explain in the way in 
which the common people are accustomed to explain natural phenomena, that 
is, by resorting to memory so as to call to mind a similar happening which is or- 
dinarily regarded without wonder. For the common people are not satisfied that 
they understand a thing until they can regard it without wonder. So men of old, 
and in general all men up to the present day, had no other criterion of a miracle, 
and therefore there are undoubtedly many alleged miracles in Scripture whose 
causes can be easily explained from known scientific principles. This is what we 
indicated in Chapter 2 when we spoke of the sun standing still in the time of 
Joshua and its retrogression in the time of Ahaz. But we shall presently treat of this 
matter more fully in discussing the interpretation of miracles, as I have under- 
taken to do in this chapter. 


* Here, by Nature, I do not mean simply matter and its modifications, but infinite other things be- 
sides matter. 
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It is now time to pass on to our second point, namely, to show that miracles 
cannot provide us with any understanding either of God’s essence or his existence 
or his providence, and that on the contrary these are far better apprehended from 
the fixed and immutable order of Nature. My proof proceeds as follows. Since 
God’s existence is not selfevident,* it must necessarily be inferred from axiomatic 
truths which are so firm and incontrovertible that there can neither be, nor be 
conceived, any power that could call them into question. At any rate, once we 
have inferred from them God’s existence, we are bound to regard them as such if 
we seek to establish beyond all shadow of doubt our inference from them to God’s 
existence. For if we could conceive that these axiomatic truths themselves can be 
impugned by any power, of whatever kind it be, then we should doubt their truth 
and consequently the conclusion following therefrom, namely God’s existence; 
nor could we ever be certain of anything. Further, we know that something agrees 
with or contravenes Nature only when we can prove that it agrees with or con- 
travenes those basic truths. Therefore if we could conceive that in Nature some- 
thing could be produced by some power, of whatever kind it be, to contravene 
Nature, it would contravene those primary axioms. So it must be rejected as ab- 
surd, or else (as we have just shown) the primary axioms, and consequently God, 
and all our apprehensions of every kind must be called into doubt. It is therefore 
far from being the case that miracles — understanding thereby something that con- 
travenes the order of Nature— prove for us God’s existence; on the contrary, they 
cast doubt on it, since but for them we could be absolutely certain of God’s exis- 
tence, in the assurance that all Nature follows a fixed and immutable order. 

But let it be supposed that a miracle is that which cannot be explained through 
natural causes. This can be understood in two ways: either that it does have nat- 
ural causes which the human intellect cannot ascertain, or that it owns no cause 
but God, or the will of God. However, since all things that come to pass through 
natural causes are also attributable solely to the power and will of God, it really 
comes down to this, thata miracle, whether or not it has natural causes, is an event 
that cannot be explained through a cause, that is, an event that surpasses human 
understanding. But from such an event, and from anything at all that surpasses 
our understanding, we can understand nothing. For whatever we clearly and dis- 
tinctly understand must become known to us either through itself or through 
some other thing that is clearly and distinctly understood through itself. There- 
fore from a miracle, or an event that surpasses our understanding we can under- 
stand neither God’s essence nor his existence nor anything whatsoever of God or 
Nature. On the contrary, knowing that all things are determined and ordained by 
God and that the workings of Nature follow from God’s essence, while the laws 
of Nature are God’s eternal decrees and volitions, we must unreservedly conclude 
that we get to know God and God’s will all the better as we gain better knowledge 
of natural phenomena and understand more clearly how they depend on their 
first cause, and how they operate in accordance with Nature’s eternal laws. There- 


* See Supplementary Note 6 


447 


448 


Theological-Political Treatise 


fore, as far as concerns our understanding, those events which we understand 
clearly and distinctly have far better right to be termed works of God, and to be 
referred to God’s will, than those of which we are quite ignorant, even though the 
latter appeal strongly to the imagination and evoke men’s wonder. For it is only 
those works of Nature which we clearly and distinctly understand that afford us a 
higher knowledge of God, and indicate with the utmost clarity God’s will and de- 
crees. So those who have recourse to the will of God when there is something they 
do not understand are but trifling; this is no more than a ridiculous way of avow- 
ing one’s ignorance. 

Furthermore, granting that any conclusion could be drawn from miracles, 
God’s existence could not possibly be concluded therefrom. For since a miracle 
is an event of a limited nature, expressing a power that is never other than fixed 
and limited, from such an effect we could not possibly conclude the existence of 
a cause whose power is infinite; the most we could conclude is the existence of a 
cause whose power is greater than that effect. I say ‘the most’ because an event 
can also be the result of several simultaneously concurring causes, the force and 
power of the result being less than all the causes taken together, but far greater 
than the power of each separate cause. Now since the laws of Nature (as we have 
shown) are infinite in their scope and are conceived by us as having an eternal 
quality, and since Nature operates in accordance with them in a fixed and im- 
mutable order, the laws themselves give us some indication of the infinity, eter- 
nity and immutability of God. 

Therefore we conclude that from miracles we cannot gain knowledge of God, 
his existence and providence, and that these can be far better inferred from Na- 
ture’s fixed and immutable order. In arriving at this conclusion I am speaking of 
miracle insofar as it means only an event that surpasses, or is thought to surpass, 
man’s understanding. For insofar as it were supposed to destroy or interrupt the 
order of Nature or to contravene her laws, in that sense (as I have just shown) not 
only could it give us no knowledge of God but it would take from us what knowl- 
edge we naturally have, and would cast doubt on God and on all things. 

And here I do not acknowledge any difference between an event contrary to 
Nature and a supernatural event; (that is, according to some, an event that does 
not contravene Nature but nevertheless cannot be produced or brought about by 
Nature). For since a miracle occurs not externally to Nature but within Nature, 
even though it be claimed to be supernatural, yet it must necessarily interrupt Na- 
ture’s order which otherwise we would conceive as fixed and immutable by God’s 
decrees. So if there were to occur in Nature anything that did not follow from her 
laws, this would necessarily be opposed to the order which God maintains eter- 
nally in Nature through her universal laws. So this would be contrary to Nature 
and Nature’s laws, and consequently such a belief would cast doubt on everything, 
and would lead to atheism. 

I think I have now established my second point on a firm footing, from which 
we may once more reach the conclusion that a miracle, either contrary to Nature 
or above Nature, is mere absurdity, and therefore a miracle in Scripture can mean 
nothing else (as we have said) but a natural event which surpasses, or is believed 
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to surpass, human understanding. But before moving on to my third point, I 
should like to confirm by Scriptural authority our assertion that we cannot gain 
knowledge of God through miracles. Although Scripture never states this overtly, 
this conclusion can readily be inferred from it, especially from the passage where 
Moses (Deut. ch. 13) commands that a false prophet should be condemned to 
death even though he should perform miracles. It runs as follows: “(Although) the 
sign of wonder come to pass, whereof he spoke unto thee . . . thou shalt not 
hearken to the voice of that prophet . . . for the Lord your God proveth you . . . 
that prophet shall be put to death. . . .” For this it clearly follows that miracles can 
be performed by false prophets, too, and that from miracles men may accept false 
gods quite as readily as the true God, unless they are well fortified by true knowl- 
edge and love of God. For he adds, “For the Lord your God proveth you, to know 
whether ye love him with all your heart and with all your soul.” 

Again, their many miracles did not enable the Israelites to form any sound con- 
ception of God, as the facts bear witness. When they were convinced that Moses 
had departed from them, they asked Aaron to give them visible deities, and their 
idea of God, formed after all their many miracles, was—a calf! Asaph, although 
he had heard of so many miracles, nevertheless doubted God’s providence, and 
might have turned aside from the true path had he not finally achieved an un- 
derstanding of true blessedness (see Psalm 73). Solomon, too, in whose time the 
Jews reached the height of their prosperity, suspects that all things happen by 
chance. See Ecclesiastes chapter 3 v. 19, 20, 21, and chapter 9 v. 2, 3 etc. 

Finally, nearly all the prophets found considerable difficulty in reconciling the 
order of Nature and vicissitudes of men with the conception they had formed of 
God’s providence, whereas this has never afforded difficulty to philosophers, who 
endeavour to understand things not from miracles but from clear conceptions. 
For they place true happiness solely in virtue and peace of mind, and they strive 
to conform with Nature, not to make Nature conform with them; for they are as- 
sured that God directs Nature in accordance with the requirements of her uni- 
versal laws, and not in accordance with the requirements of the particular laws of 
human nature. Thus God takes account of the whole of Nature, and not of the 
human race alone. 

Therefore even Scripture itself makes it evident that miracles do not afford true 
knowledge of God, nor do they clearly teach God’s providence. As to the many 
passages in Scripture to the effect that God wrought wonders so as to make him- 
self known to men—as in Exodus chapter 10 v. 2, where God deceived the Egyp- 
tians and gave signs of himselfso that the Israelites might know that he was God— 
it does not follow therefrom that miracles really conveyed this; it only follows that 
the beliefs of the Jews were such that they could be readily convinced by these 
miracles. For we have already shown clearly in Chapter 2 that deliverances of a 
prophetic nature—i.e. those that are inspired by revelation—are not derived from 
universal and fundamental axioms, but from the prior assumptions and beliefs, 
however absurd, of those to whom the revelation is made, or those whom the Holy 
Spirit seeks to convince. This is a point I have illustrated with many examples, 
and also with the testimony of Paul, who was a Greek with the Greeks and a Jew 
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with the Jews. But although these miracles succeeded in carrying conviction with 
the Egyptians and the Jews on the basis of their prior assumptions, they could not 
impart the true idea and knowledge of God but could only bring about these 
peoples’ admission that there was a Deity more powerful than anything known to 
them, and that he cared above all men for the Hebrews, whose affairs at that time 
had prospered beyond expectation. Miracles did not teach them that God cares 
equally for all; only philosophy can teach that. So the Jews, and all those for whom 
God’s providence was exemplified solely by differences in the condition of hu- 
man affairs and by inequalities of fortune, were convinced that the Jews were more 
beloved of God than other peoples, in spite of the fact that, as we showed in Chap- 
ter 3, the Jews did not excel others in true human perfection. 

I now proceed to my third point, demonstrating from Scripture that God’s de- 
crees and commandments, and consequently God’s providence, are in truth noth- 
ing but Nature’s order; that is to say, when Scripture tells us that this or that was 
accomplished by God or by God’s will, nothing more is intended than that itcame 
about by accordance with Nature’s law and order, and not, as the common people 
believe, that Nature for that time suspended her action, or that her order was tem- 
porarily interrupted. But Scripture does not directly teach what is not relevant to 
its doctrine; for it is not the part of Scripture (as we showed in connection with 
the Divine Law) to teach things through their natural causes or to engage in pure 
philosophy. Therefore the point we here seek to establish must be gathered by im- 
plication from certain Scriptural narratives which happen to be related more fully 
and in more detail. I shall therefore cite a number of these passages. 

In 1 Samuel chapter 9 v. 15, 16 it is related that God revealed to Samuel that 
he would send Saul to him. Yet God did not send Saul to Samuel in the way that 
men ordinarily send someone to someone else; God’s sending was merely the 
ordinary course of Nature. Saul was in search of his lost asses (as related in the 
previous chapter) and was thinking of returning home without them when, at his 
servant’s suggestion, he went to the prophet Samuel to learn where he might find 
them. Nowhere in the entire narrative is it stated that, beyond this natural course 
of events, Saul received any command of God to visit Samuel. 

In Psalm 105 v. 24 we are told that God changed the hearts of the Egyptians 
so as to hate the Israelites. But this, again, was a quite natural change, as is evi- 
dent from Exodus chapter 1, where a weighty reason is given as to why the Egyp- 
tians were moved to reduce the Israelites to slavery. 

In Genesis chapter 9 v. 13 God tells Noah that he will set a rainbow in the 
cloud. This act of God, again, is assuredly nothing other than the refraction and 
reflection of the sun’s rays which they undergo in droplets of water. 

In Psalm 147 v. 18 the natural action and warmth of the wind whereby frost 
and snow are melted is called the word of God; and in v. 15, wind and cold are 
called the command and word of God. 

In Psalm 104 v. 4 wind and fire are called the messengers and ministers of God, 
and there are many other such passages in Scripture which clearly indicate that 
God’s decree, command, edict and word are nothing other than the action and 
order of Nature. 
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Therefore there can be no doubt that all the events narrated in Scripture oc- 
curred naturally; yet they are referred to God because, as we have already shown, 
it is not the part of Scripture to explain events through their natural causes; it only 
relates to those events that strike the imagination, employing such method and 
style as best serves to excite wonder, and consequently to instil piety in the minds 
of the masses. So if we find in Scripture some things for which we can assign no 
cause and which seems to have happened beyond—indeed, contrary to— 
Nature’s order, this should not perplex us. We need have no hesitation in believ- 
ing that what truly happened, happened naturally. 

This view receives further confirmation from the fact that many circumstan- 
tial details were found to accompany miracles, although these are not always 
recorded, especially where the style is of a poetic character. The circumstances 
accompanying miracles, I repeat, clearly show that miracles need natural causes. 
For instance, so that the Egyptians should be infected with boils, Moses had to 
scatter ashes in the air (Exodus ch. 9 v. 10). The locusts, too, invaded the land of 
Egypt by God’s command through natural means, namely, through an east wind 
which blew a whole day and night, and it was through a strong west wind that they 
quitted the land (Exodus ch. 10 v. 14, 19). By that same command of God, too, 
the sea opened a path for the Jews (Exodus ch. 14 v. 21), that is, through an east 
wind which blew strongly all night long. Again, in order that Elisha could revive 
a child who was thought to be dead, he had to lie over him several times until the 
child first regained warmth and at last opened his eyes (2 Kings ch. 4 v. 34, 35). 
So, too, in St. John’s Gospel chapter 9 we are told of some accompanying actions 
which Christ employed to heal the blind man, and there are numerous other in- 
stances in Scripture, all going to show that miracles need something other than 
the absolute command of God, as it is called. Therefore we are justified in be- 
lieving that, although the circumstances attendant on miracles and the natural 
causes of miracles are not narrated always and in full, the miracles did not occur 
without them. This is again clear from Exodus chapter 14 v. 27, where we are 
merely told that the sea returned to its strength once more solely at the bidding of 
Moses, no mention being made of any wind; yet in the Song of Moses (ch. 15 v. 
10) it is said that this came about because God blew with his wind (that is, a very 
strong wind). So this attendant circumstance is omitted in the narrative, thereby 
making the miracle appear all the greater. 

But perhaps someone will insist that we find numerous events in Scripture 
which defy explanation through natural causes, as that the sins of men and their 
prayers can be the cause of rain and the earth’s fertility, or that faith could heal 
the blind, or other incidents of a similar kind narrated in the Bible. But I consider 
that I have already replied to such objections. For I have shown that Scripture does 
not explain things through their proximate causes; in its narratives it merely em- 
ploys such order and such language as is most effective in moving men—and par- 
ticularly the common people—to devotion. That is why it speaks of God and 
events in terms far from correct, its aim being not to convince on rational grounds 
but to appeal to and engage men’s fantasy and imagination. If Scripture were to 
describe the downfall of an empire in the style adopted by political historians, the 
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common people would not be stirred, whereas they are deeply affected when all 
is described in poetical language and referred to God, as is customary in Scrip- 
ture. So when Scripture tells us that the earth is barren because of men’s sins, or 
that the blind were healed by their faith, we should accept this in the same way 
as when it tells us that God is angry because of men’s sins, that he is grieved, that 
he repents of the good he has promised or done, or that he remembers a promise 
as a result of seeing a sign, and numerous other assertions that are either of a po- 
etical character or are narrated in accordance with the beliefs and preconceptions 
of the writer. 

Therefore we may now conclude with absolute assurance that everything re- 
lated in Scripture as having truly happened came to pass necessarily according to 
the laws of Nature, as everything does. If anything be found in Scripture which can 
be conclusively proved to contravene the laws of Nature, or which could not pos- 
sibly follow from them, we have to believe that this was inserted into Holy Scrip- 
ture by sacrilegious men. For whatever is contrary to Nature is contrary to reason, 
and whatever is contrary to reason is absurd, and should therefore be rejected. 

It now remains for us to remark on just a few more points regarding the inter- 
pretation of Scripture, or rather, to recall them—for the main points have already 
been mentioned—and to illustrate them with a few examples, as I proposed to do 
here in the fourth section. My purpose is that no one, by misinterpreting some 
miracle, should heedlessly come to think that he has found something in Scrip- 
ture contrary to the light of Nature. 

It very rarely happens that men relate an event exactly as it took place without 
introducing into itsomething of their own judgment. Indeed, when they see or hear 
something strange, they will generally be so much influenced by their own pre- 
conceived beliefs— unless they are strictly on their guard against them— that what 
they perceive is something quite different from what they really see or hear to have 
happened. This is especially so if the occurrence surpasses the understanding of the 
narrator or listener, and in particular ifit is to his interest that the event should come 
about in a certain way. In consequence, chronicles and histories reflect the writer’s 
own beliefs rather than the actual facts, and one and the same occurrence is so dif- 
ferently related by two men holding different beliefs that they seem to be speaking 
of two different events, and there is often little difficulty in elucidating the beliefs 
of the chronicler and historian simply from their narratives. 

In confirmation I could quote many examples both from writers of natural his- 
tory and from chroniclers, did I not think it superfluous; but I will cite one ex- 
ample from Holy Scripture, leaving the reader to judge of the rest. In the time of 
Joshua, the Hebrews (as I have previously indicated) shared the common belief 
that the sun moves with a diurnal motion (as it is termed) and the earth is at rest, 
and to this preconceived belief they adapted the miracle that befell them in the 
battle against the five kings. They did not simply relate that the day in question 
was longer than usual; they said that the sun and moon stood still, ceasing from 
their motion. At that time this interpretation may have stood them in good stead 
in refuting the Gentiles who worshipped the sun, and in proving by actual expe- 
rience that the sun was under the control of another deity, at whose bidding it 
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must alter its natural course. So partly through piety and partly influenced by pre- 
conceived beliefs, they conceived and related this event quite differently from the 
way it could really have come about. 

Therefore, to interpret Scriptural miracles and to understand from their ac- 
counts how they really took place, one must know the beliefs of those who origi- 
nally related them and left us written records of them, and one must distinguish 
between these beliefs and what could have been presented to their senses. Oth- 
erwise we shall confuse their beliefs and judgments with the miracle as it really 
happened. And awareness of their beliefs is of further importance in avoiding con- 
fusion between what really happened and what was imagined and was no more 
than prophetic symbolism. For many things are related in Scripture as real, and 
were also believed to be real, but were nevertheless merely symbolical and imag- 
inary; as that God, the supreme Being, came down from heaven (Exodus ch. 19 
v. 18 and Deut. ch. 5 v. 19) and that Mount Sinai smoked because God descended 
upon it surrounded by fire, and that Elijah ascended to heaven in a chariot of fire 
and with horses of fire. All these were merely symbolical representations, adapted 
to the belief of those who have transmitted them to us as they were represented to 
them, that is, as actual happenings. All who have any smattering of education 
know that God does not have a right hand or a left hand, that he neither moves 
nor is at rest, nor is he in any particular place, but is absolutely infinite, and con- 
tains within himself all perfections. These truths, I say, are known by those whose 
judgment is formed from the perceptions of pure intellect, and not from the way 
the imagination is affected by their outward senses. This latter is the case with the 
masses, who therefore imagine God as corporeal, holding royal sway from his 
throne in the vault of heaven above the stars— which they believe to be at no great 
distance from the earth. Numerous occurrences in Scripture are adapted to these 
and similar beliefs, as we have pointed out, and therefore ought not to be accepted 
as real by philosophers. 

Finally, for the proper understanding of the reality of miracles, it is important 
to be acquainted with the diction and metaphors affected by the Hebrews. He who 
does not pay sufficient attention to this will ascribe to Scripture many miracles 
which Scriptural writers never intended as such, thus completely failing to un- 
derstand not only events and miracles as they really happened but also the mean- 
ing of the writers of the Sacred Books. Thus Zechariah (ch. 14 v. 7), speaking 
about some future war, says, “It shall be one day known only to the Lord, (for it 
shall be) neither day nor night, but at evening time it shall be light.” By these 
words he seems to be predicting a great miracle; yet his meaning is quite simply 
that the battle will be in balance throughout the whole day, its issue being known 
only to God, and that at evening time they will gain victory. For it was with ex- 
pressions like these that the prophets used to predict and write of the victories and 
defeats of nations. Similarly, we see Isaiah (ch. 13) describing the destruction of 
Babylon in the following way, “. . . since the stars of heaven and the constellations 
thereof shall not give their light, the sun shall be darkened in his going forth, and 
the moon shall not cause her light to shine.” Surely nobody, I imagine, believes 
that these things happened at the destruction of that empire, nor, as he goes on 
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to add, “. . . therefore I will make the heavens to tremble, and the earth shall be 
removed from her place.” 

Similarly Isaiah, in the penultimate verse of chapter 48, intending to convey 
to the Jews that they would return from Babylon to Jerusalem in safety and would 
not suffer from thirst on the journey, says, “And they thirsted not when he led them 
through the wilderness, he caused water to flow out of the rocks for them, he clave 
the rock and the waters flowed.” By these words, I say, he means no more than 
that the Jews would find springs in the desert—as is not unusual—from which 
they would quench their thirst; for when the Jews returned to Jerusalem by Cyrus’ 
consent, there is no record of any such miracles befalling them. In Holy Scrip- 
ture we find many such passages which are simply modes of speech affected by 
the Jews. There is no need for me to review them all now in detail, but I should 
like only to make the general point that the Hebrews used to employ this style of 
speech not merely for rhetorical effect but also—and most of all—from motives 
of piety. It is for this reason that in Holy Scripture “Bless God’ is substituted for 
‘Curse God’ (see 1 Kings ch. 21 v. 10 and Job ch. 2 v. 9); and for the same reason 
they referred everything to God, with the result that Scripture appears to be re- 
lating nothing but miracles even when it is speaking of the most natural things, 
as we have already illustrated with many examples. Therefore we should believe 
that when Scripture says that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart, no more is meant 
than that Pharaoh was obstinate; when it is said that God opened the windows of 
heaven, this means no more than there was a heavy rainstorm, and so on. If we 
bear these points well in mind, and also reflect that many of the narratives are very 
brief, shorn of all detail and defective in many ways, we shall find practically noth- 
ing in Scripture that can be shown to contradict the light of Nature, whereas many 
passages which seemed very obscure we can understand and readily interpret with 
a little thought. 

I think I have now demonstrated quite clearly what I had proposed to demon- 
strate. Nevertheless, before I bring this chapter to a close, there remains a further 
point to which I should like to draw attention, namely, that in here discussing mir- 
acles I have adopted a method very different from that employed in dealing with 
prophecy. In the matter of prophecy I made no assertion that I could not infer 
from grounds revealed in Holy Scripture, whereas in this chapter I have drawn 
my main conclusions solely from basic principles known by the natural light of 
reason. This procedure I have adopted deliberately because in dealing with 
prophecy, since it surpasses human understanding and is a purely theological 
question, revelation provided the only basis for making any assertion about it, or 
even for understanding its essential nature. So in the case of prophecy I had no 
alternative but to compile a historical account, and from that to formulate certain 
principles which would give me some degree of insight into the nature and prop- 
erties of prophecy. But in the matter of miracles, since the object of our inquiry— 
namely, whether we can admit that something can happen in Nature which is 
contrary to her laws, or which could not follow therefrom—is plainly of a philo- 
sophical character, no such procedure was necessary. On the contrary, I deemed 
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it the wiser course to attempt to solve this problem from basic principles known 
by the natural light, these being of all things best known to us. I say that I deemed 
it the wiser course, for I might also have solved this problem quite easily from the 
pronouncements and basic doctrines of Scripture alone. This I shall here briefly 
demonstrate, so that it may be clear to all. 

In certain passages Scripture asserts of Nature in general that she observes a 
fixed and immutable order, as in Psalm 138 verse 6 and Jeremiah chapter 31 verses 
35, 36. Furthermore, in Ecclesiastes chapter 1 verse 10 the Sage tells us quite 
clearly that nothing new happens in Nature, and in verses 11, 12 to illustrate this 
same point he says that although occasionally something may happen that seems 
new, it is not new, but has happened in ages past beyond recall. For, as he says, 
there is today no remembrance of things past, nor will there be remembrance of 
things today among those to come. Again, in chapter 3 verse 11 he says that God 
has ordered all things well for their time, and in verse 14 he says that he knows 
that whatever God does will endure forever, neither can anything be added to it 
nor taken away from it. All these passages clearly convey the teaching that Nature 
observes a fixed and immutable order, that God has been the same throughout 
all ages that are known or unknown to us, that the laws of Nature are so perfect 
and fruitful that nothing can be added or taken away from them, and that mira- 
cles seem something strange only because of man’s ignorance. 

These, then, are the express teachings of Scripture: nowhere does it say that 
something can happen in Nature that contravenes her laws or that cannot follow 
from her laws; so neither should we impute such a doctrine to Scripture. Then 
there is the further fact that miracles stand in need of causes and attendant cir- 
cumstances (as we have already shown); they do not result from some kind of royal 
government which the masses attribute to God, but from the divine government 
and decree; that is (as we have also shown from Scripture), from Nature’s laws and 
order. Finally, miracles can be wrought even by false prophets, as is proved from 
Deuteronomy chapter 13 and Matthew chapter 24 verse 24. 

Hence it follows on the plainest evidence that miracles were natural occur- 
rences, and therefore they should be explained in such a way that they seem to 
be neither ‘new’ things (to use Solomon’s expression) nor things contrary to Na- 
ture, but things approximating as closely to natural occurrences as the facts al- 
lowed. To render this interpretation easier for everyone, I have set forth certain 
rules drawn only from Scripture. Nevertheless, although I say that this is Scrip- 
ture’s teaching, I do not mean to suggest that Scripture enjoins this teaching as 
something requisite for salvation; I mean only that the prophets take the same 
view as I. Therefore on these matters everyone is entitled to hold whatever view 
he feels will better bring him with sincere heart to the worship of God and to re- 
ligion. This was also the opinion of Josephus, for towards the end of Book 2 of 
his Antiquities, he writes as follows: “Let no one baulk at the word miracle, if men 
of ancient times, unsophisticated as they were, see the road to safety open up 
through the sea, whether revealed by God’s will or of its own accord. Those men, 
too, who accompanied Alexander, king of Macedon, men of much more recent 
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times,! found the Pamphylian sea divide for them, offering a passage when there 
was no other way, it being God’s will to destroy the Persian empire through him. 
This is admitted to be true by all who have written of Alexander’s deeds. There- 
fore on these matters let everyone think as he will.” Such are the words of Jose- 
phus, showing his attitude to belief in miracles. 


CHAPTER 7 


Of the Interpretation of Scripture 


On every side we hear men saying that the Bible is the Word of God, teaching 
mankind true blessedness, or the path to salvation. But the facts are quite at vari- 
ance with their words, for people in general seem to make no attempt whatsoever 
to live according to the Bible’s teachings. We see that nearly all men parade their 
own ideas as God’s Word, their chief aim being to compel others to think as they 
do, while using religion as a pretext. We see, I say, that the chief concern of the- 
ologians on the whole has been to extort from Holy Scripture their own arbitrar- 
ily invented ideas, for which they claim divine authority. In no other field do they 
display less scruple and greater temerity than in the interpretation of Scripture, 
the mind of the Holy Spirit, and if while so doing they feel any misgivings, their 
fear is not that they may be mistaken in their understanding of the Holy Spirit and 
may stray from the path to salvation, but that others may convict them of error, 
thus annihilating their personal prestige and bringing them into contempt. 

Now if men were really sincere in what they profess with regard to Holy Scrip- 
ture, they would conduct themselves quite differently; they would not be racked 
by so much quarrelling and such bitter feuding, and they would not be gripped 
by this blind and passionate desire to interpret Scripture and to introduce inno- 
vations in religion. On the contrary, they would never venture to accept as Scrip- 
tural doctrine what was not most clearly taught by Scripture itself. And finally, 
those sacrilegious persons who have had the hardihood to alter Scripture in sev- 
eral places would have been horrified at the enormity of the crime and would have 
stayed their impious hands. But ambition and iniquity have reached such a pitch 
that religion takes the form not so much of obedience to the teachings of the Holy 
Spirit as of defending what men have invented. Indeed, religion is manifested not 
in charity but in spreading contention among men and in fostering the bitterest 
hatred, under the false guise of zeal in God’s cause and a burning enthusiasm. To 


1 [Here the Latin “olim et antiquitus a resistentibus” 1s transcribed by Spinoza from Rufinus 
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these evils is added superstition, which teaches men to despise reason and Nature, 
and to admire and venerate only that which is opposed to both. It is therefore not 
surprising that, to make Scripture appear more wonderful and awe-inspiring, they 
endeavour to explicate it in such a way that is seems diametrically opposed both 
to reason and to Nature. So they imagine that the most profound mysteries lie hid- 
den in the Bible, and they exhaust themselves in unravelling these absurdities 
while ignoring other things of value. They ascribe to the Holy Spirit whatever their 
wild fancies have invented, and devote their utmost strength and enthusiasm to 
defending it. For human nature is so constituted that what men conceive by pure 
intellect, they defend only by intellect and reason, whereas the beliefs that spring 
from the emotions are emotionally defended. 

In order to escape from this scene of confusion, to free our minds from the prej- 
udices of theologians and to avoid the hasty acceptance of human fabrications as 
divine teachings, we must discuss the true method of Scriptural interpretation and 
examine it in depth; for unless we understand this we cannot know with any cer- 
tainty what the Bible or the Holy Spirit intends to teach. Now to put it briefly, I 
hold that the method of interpreting Scripture is no different from the method of 
interpreting Nature, and is in fact in complete accord with it. For the method of 
interpreting Nature consists essentially in composing a detailed study of Nature 
from which, as being the source of our assured data, we can deduce the defini- 
tions of the things of Nature. Now in exactly the same way the task of Scriptural 
interpretation requires us to make a straightforward study of Scripture, and from 
this, as the source of our fixed data and principles, to deduce by logical inference 
the meaning of the authors of Scripture. In this way— that is, by allowing no other 
principles or data for the interpretation of Scripture and study of its contents ex- 
cept those that can be gathered only from Scripture itself and from a historical 
study of Scripture—steady progress can be made without any danger of error, and 
one can deal with matters that surpass our understanding with no less confidence 
than those matters which are known to us by the natural light of reason. 

But to establish clearly that this is not merely a sure way, but the only way open 
to us, and that it accords with the method of interpreting Nature, it should be ob- 
served that Scripture frequently treats of matters that cannot be deduced from 
principles known by the natural light; for it is chiefly made up of historical nar- 
ratives and revelation. Now an important feature of the historical narratives is the 
appearance of miracles; that is, as we showed in the previous chapter, stories of 
unusual occurrences in Nature, adapted to the beliefs and judgment of the his- 
torians who recorded them. The revelations, too, were adapted to the beliefs of 
the prophets, as we showed in Chapter 2; and these do, indeed, surpass human 
understanding. Therefore knowledge of all these things— that is, of almost all the 
contents of Scripture— must be sought from Scripture alone, just as knowledge of 
Nature must be sought from Nature itself. 

As for the moral doctrines that are also contained in the Bible, although these 
themselves can be demonstrated from accepted axioms, it cannot be proved from 
such axioms that Scripture teaches these doctrines: this can be established only 
from Scripture itself. Indeed, if we want to testify, without any prejudgment, to 
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the divinity of Scripture, it must be made evident to us from Scripture alone that 
it teaches true moral doctrine; for it is on this basis alone that its divinity can be 
proved. We have shown that the chief characteristic which established the cer- 
tainty of the prophets was that their minds were directed to what was right and 
good; hence this must be made evident to us, too, before we can have faith in 
them. We have already shown that miracles can never give proof of God’s divin- 
ity, apart from the fact that they could be wrought even by a false prophet. There- 
fore the divinity of Scripture must be established solely from the fact that it teaches 
true virtue. Now this can be established only from Scripture. If this could not be 
done, our acceptance of Scripture and our witness to its divinity would argue great 
prejudice on our part. Therefore all knowledge of Scripture must be sought from 
Scripture alone. 

Finally, Scripture does not provide us with definitions of the things of which 
it speaks, any more than Nature does. Therefore, just as definitions of the things 
of Nature must be inferred from the various operations of Nature, in the same way 
definitions must be elicited from the various Biblical narratives as they touch on 
a particular subject. This, then, is the universal rule for the interpretation of Scrip- 
ture, to ascribe no teaching to Scripture that is not clearly established from study- 
ing it closely. What kind of study this should be, and what are the chief topics it 
should include, must now be explained. 

l. It should inform us of the nature and properties of the language in which 
the Bible was written and which its authors were accustomed to speak. Thus we 
should be able to investigate, from established linguistic usage, all the possible 
meanings of any passage. And since all the writers of both the Old and the New 
Testaments were Hebrews, a study of the Hebrew language must undoubtedly be 
a prime requisite not only for an understanding of the books of the Old Testament, 
which were written in that language, but also for the New Testament. For al- 
though the latter books were published in other languages, their idiom is Hebraic. 

2. The pronouncements made in each book should be assembled and listed 
under headings, so that we can thus have to hand all the texts that treat of the same 
subject. Next, we should note all those that are ambiguous or obscure, or that ap- 
pear to contradict one another. Now here I term a pronouncement obscure or 
clear according to the degree of difficulty with which the meaning can be elicited 
from the context, and not according to the degree of difficulty with which its truth 
can be perceived by reason. For the point at issue is merely the meaning of the 
texts, not their truth. I would go further: in seeking the meaning of Scripture we 
should take every precaution against the undue influence, not only of our own 
prejudices, but of our faculty of reason insofar as that is based on the principles 
of natural cognition. In order to avoid confusion between true meaning and 
truth of fact, the former must be sought simply from linguistic usage, or from a 
process of reasoning that looks to no other basis than Scripture. 

For further clarification, I shall give an example to illustrate all that I have here 
said. The sayings of Moses, “God is fire,” and “God is jealous,” are perfectly clear 
as long as we attend only to the meanings of the words; and so, in spite of their ob- 
scurity from the perspective of truth and reason, I classify these sayings as clear. 
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Indeed, even though their literal meaning is opposed to the natural light of rea- 
son, this literal meaning must nevertheless be retained unless it is in clear oppo- 
sition to the basic principles derived from the study of Scripture. On the other 
hand, if these statements in their literal interpretation were found to be in con- 
tradiction with the basic principles derived from Scripture, they would have to be 
interpreted differently (that is, metaphorically) even though they were in com- 
plete agreement with reason. Therefore the question as to whether Moses did or 
did not believe that God is fire must in no wise be decided by the rationality or ir- 
rationality of the belief, but solely from other pronouncements of Moses. In this 
particular case, since there are several other instances where Moses clearly tells 
us that God has no resemblance to visible things in heaven or on the earth or in 
the water, we must hence conclude that either this statement or all those others 
must be explained metaphorically. Now since one should depart as little as pos- 
sible from the literal meaning, we should first enquire whether this single pro- 
nouncement, ‘God is fire,” admits of any other than a literal meaning; that is, 
whether the word ‘fire’ can mean anything other than ordinary natural fire. If the 
word ‘fire’ is not found from linguistic usage to have any other meaning, then 
neither should this statement be interpreted in any other way, however much it is 
opposed to reason, and all other passages should be made to conform with it, how- 
ever much they accord with reason. If this, too, should prove impossible on the 
basis of linguistic usage, then these pronouncements would have to be regarded 
as irreconcilable, and we should therefore suspend judgment regarding them. 
However, since the word ‘fire’ is also used in the sense of anger or jealousy (Job 
ch. 31 v. 12), Moses’ pronouncements are easily reconciled, and we can properly 
conclude that these two statements, ‘God is fire’ and ‘God is jealous’ are one and 
the same statement. 

Again, as Moses clearly teaches that God is jealous and nowhere tells us that 
God is without passions or emotions, we must evidently conclude that Moses be- 
lieved this, or at least that he intended to teach this, however strongly we may be 
convinced that this opinion is contrary to reason. For, as we have shown, it is not 
permissible for us to manipulate Scripture’s meaning to accord with our reason’s 
dictates and our preconceived opinions; all knowledge of the Bible is to be sought 
from the Bible alone. 

3. Finally, our historical study should set forth the circumstances relevant to 
all the extant books of the prophets, giving the life, character and pursuits of the 
author of every book, detailing who he was, on what occasion and at what time 
and for whom and in what language he wrote. Again, it should relate what hap- 
pened to each book, how it was first received, into whose hands it fell, how many 
variant versions there were, by whose decision it was received into the canon, and, 
finally, how all the books, now universally regarded as sacred, were united into a 
single whole. All these details, I repeat, should be available from a historical study 
of Scripture; for in order to know which pronouncements were set forth as laws 
and which as moral teaching, it is important to be acquainted with the life, char- 
acter and interests of the author. Furthermore, as we have a better understanding 
ofa person’s character and temperament, so we can more easily explain his words. 
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Again, to avoid confusing teachings of eternal significance with those which are 
of only temporary significance or directed only to the benefit of a few, it is also im- 
portant to know on what occasion, at what period, and for what nation or age all 
these teachings were written down. Finally, it is important to know the other de- 
tails we have listed so that, in addition to the authenticity of each book, we may 
also discover whether or not it may have been contaminated by spurious inser- 
tions, whether errors have crept in, and whether these have been corrected by ex- 
perienced and trustworthy scholars. All this information is needed by us so that 
we may accept only what is certain and incontrovertible, and not be led by blind 
impetuosity to take for granted whatever is set before us. 

Now when we possess this historical account of Scripture and are firmly re- 
solved not to assert as the indubitable doctrine of the prophets anything that does 
not follow from this study or cannot be most clearly inferred from it, it will then 
be time to embark on the task of investigating the meaning of the prophets and 
the Holy Spirit. But for this task, too, we need a method and order similar to that 
which we employ in interpreting Nature from the facts presented before us. Now 
in examining natural phenomena we first of all try to discover those features that 
are most universal and common to the whole of Nature, to wit, motion-and-rest 
and the rules and laws governing them which Nature always observes and through 
which she constantly acts; and then we advance gradually from these to other less 
universal features. In just the same way we must first seek from our study of Scrip- 
ture that which is most universal and forms the basis and foundation of all 
Scripture; in short, that which is commended in Scripture by all the prophets as 
doctrine eternal and most profitable for all mankind. For example, that God ex- 
ists, one alone and omnipotent, who alone should be worshipped, who cares for 
all, who loves above all others those who worship him and love their neighbours 
as themselves. These and similar doctrines, I repeat, are taught everywhere in 
Scripture so clearly and explicitly that no one has ever been in any doubt as to its 
meaning on these points. But what God is, in what way he sees and provides for 
all things and similar matters, Scripture does not teach formally, and as eternal 
doctrine. On the contrary, we have clearly shown that the prophets themselves 
were not in agreement on these matters, and therefore on topics of this kind we 
should make no assertion that claims to be the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, even 
though the natural light of reason may be quite decisive on that point. 

Having acquired a proper understanding of this universal doctrine of Scripture, 
we must then proceed to other matters which are of less universal import but af 
fect our ordinary daily life, and which flow from the universal doctrine like rivulets 
from their source. Such are all the specific external actions of true virtue which 
need a particular occasion for their exercise. If there be found in Scripture any- 
thing ambiguous or obscure regarding such matters, it must be explained and de- 
cided on the basis of the universal doctrine of Scripture. If any passages are found 
to be in contradiction with one another, we should consider on what occasion, at 
what time, and for whom they were written. For example, when Christ says, 
“Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted,” we do not know from 
this text what kind of mourners are meant. But as Christ thereafter teaches that 
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we should take thought for nothing save only the kingdom of God and His right- 
eousness, which he commends as the highest good (Matth. ch. 6 v. 33), it follows 
that by mourners he means only those who mourn for man’s disregard of the king- 
dom of God and His righteousness; for only this can be the cause of mourning for 
those who love nothing but the kingdom of God, or justice, and utterly despise 
whatever else fortune has to offer. 

So, too, when Christ says, “But if a man strike you on the right cheek, turn to 
him the left also” and the words that follow, if he were laying this command on 
judges in the role of lawgiver, this precept would have violated the law of Moses. 
But he expressly warns against this (Matth. ch. 5 v. 17). Therefore we should con- 
sider who said this, to whom, and at what time. This was said by Christ, who was 
not ordaining laws as a lawgiver, but was expounding his teachings as a teacher, 
because (as we have already shown) he was intent on improving men’s minds 
rather than their external actions. Further, he spoke these words to men suffering 
under oppression, living in a corrupt commonwealth where justice was utterly dis- 
regarded, a commonwealth whose ruin he saw to be imminent. Now we see that 
this very same teaching, which Christ here expounds when the ruin of the city 
was imminent, was also given by Jeremiah in similar circumstances at the first de- 
struction of the city (Lamentations ch. 3 v. 30). Thus it was only at the time of op- 
pression that the prophets taught this doctrine which was nowhere set forth as law; 
whereas Moses (who did not write at a time of oppression, but— please note— was 
concerned to found a good commonwealth), although he likewise condemned 
revenge and hatred against one’s neighbour, yet demanded an eye for an eye. 
Therefore it clearly follows simply on Scriptural grounds that this teaching of 
Christ and Jeremiah concerning the toleration of injury and total submission to 
the wicked applies only in situations where justice is disregarded and at times of 
oppression, but not in a good commonwealth. Indeed, in a good commonwealth 
where justice is upheld, everyone who wants to be accounted as just has the duty 
to go before a judge and demand justice for wrongdoing (Lev. ch. 5 v. 1), not out 
of revenge (Lev. ch. 19 v. 17, 18), but with the purpose of upholding justice and 
the laws of his country, and to prevent the wicked from rejoicing in their wicked- 
ness. All this is plainly in accord with the natural reason. I could produce many 
more similar examples, but I think this is sufficient to explain my meaning and 
the usefulness of this method, which is my only object at present. 

Now up to this point we have confined our investigation to those Scriptural 
pronouncements which are concerned with moral conduct, and which can be 
the more easily elucidated because on such subjects there has never been any real 
difference of opinion among the writers of the Bible. But other biblical passages 
which belong only to the field of philosophical speculation do not yield so easily 
to investigation. The approach is more difficult, for the prophets differed among 
themselves in matters of philosophical speculation (as we have already shown) 
and their narratives conform especially to the prejudices of their particular age. 
So we are debarred from deducing and explaining the meaning of one prophet 
from some clearer passages in another, unless it is most plainly established that 
they were of one and the same mind. I shall therefore briefly explain how in such 
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cases we should elicit the meaning of the prophets from the study of Scripture. 
Here, again, we must begin from considerations of a most general kind, first of all 
seeking to establish from the clearest Scriptural pronouncements what is 
prophecy or revelation and what is its essential nature; then what is a miracle, and 
so on with other subjects of a most general nature. Thereafter we must move on 
to the beliefs of individual prophets, and from there finally to the meaning of each 
particular revelation or prophecy, narrative and miracle. We have already pointed 
out with many apposite examples what great caution we should exercise in these 
matters to avoid confusing the minds of the prophets and historians with the mind 
of the Holy Spirit and with factual truth, and so I do not think it necessary to say 
any more on this subject. But with regard to the meaning of revelation, it should 
be observed that this method only teaches us how to discover what the prophets 
really saw or heard, and not what they intended to signify or represent by the sym- 
bols in questions. The latter we can only guess at, not infer with certainty from 
the basis of Scripture. 

We have thus set out our plan for interpreting Scripture, at the same time 
demonstrating that this is the only sure road to the discovery of its true meaning. 
I do indeed admit that those are better informed (if there are any) who are in pos- 
session ofa sure tradition or true explanation transmitted from the prophets them- 
selves, as the Pharisees claim, or those who have a pontiff whose interpretation of 
Scripture is infallible, as the Roman Catholics boast. However, as we cannot be 
sure either of the tradition in question or of the authority of the pontiff, we 
cannot base any certain conclusion on them. The latter is denied by the earliest 
Christians, the former by the most ancient sects of the Jews; and if, furthermore, 
we examine the succession of years (to mention nothing else) through which this 
tradition is traced right back to Moses, which the Pharisees have accepted from 
their Rabbis, we shall find that it is incorrect, as I prove elsewhere. Therefore such 
a tradition should be regarded with the utmost suspicion; and although our 
method requires us to accept as uncorrupted a certain tradition of the Jews— 
namely, the meaning of the words of the Hebrew language, which we have ac- 
cepted from them—we can be quite sure of the one while doubting the other. For 
while it may occasionally have been in someone’s interest to alter the meaning of 
some passage, it could never have been to anyone’s interest to change the mean- 
ing of a word. Indeed, this is very difficult to accomplish, for whoever would try 
to change the meaning of a word would also have to explain all the writers who 
wrote in that language and used that word in its accepted meaning, in each case 
taking account of the character or intention of the writer; or else he would have 
to falsify the text, a task requiring much circumspection. Then again, a language 
is preserved by the learned and unlearned alike, whereas books and the meaning 
of their contents are preserved only by the learned. Therefore we can readily con- 
ceive that the learned may have altered or corrupted the meaning of some pas- 
sage in a rare book which they had in their possession, but not the meaning of 
words. Besides which, if anyone should wish to change the customary meaning 
of a word, he would find it difficult to maintain consistency thereafter both in his 
writing and in his speaking. 
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For these and other reasons we may readily assume that it could never have en- 
tered anyone’s mind to corrupt a language, whereas there may frequently have 
been an intention to corrupt the meaning of a writer by altering what he wrote or 
by giving it a wrong interpretation. Therefore, since our method (based on the prin- 
ciple that knowledge of Scripture must be sought only from Scripture) is the only 
true method, if there is anything that it cannot achieve for us in our pursuit of a 
complete understanding of Scripture, we must regard this as quite unattainable. 

At this point I have to discuss any difficulties and shortcomings in our method 
which may stand in the way of our acquiring a complete and assured knowledge 
of the Holy Bible. The first important difficulty in our method is this, that it de- 
mands a thorough knowledge of the Hebrew language. Where is this now to be 
obtained? The men of old who used the Hebrew language have left to posterity 
no information concerning the basic principles and study of this language. At any 
rate, we possess nothing at all from them, neither dictionary nor grammar nor 
textbook on rhetoric. The Hebrew nation has lost all its arts and embellishments 
(little wonder, in view of the disasters and persecutions it has suffered) and has re- 
tained only a few remnants of its language and of its books, few in number. Nearly 
all the words for fruits, birds, fishes have perished with the passage of time, to- 
gether with numerous other words. Then again, the meanings of many nouns and 
verbs occurring in the Bible are either completely unknown or subject to dispute. 
We are deprived not only of these, but more especially of the knowledge of 
Hebrew phraseology. The idiom and modes of speech peculiar to the Hebrew 
nation have almost all been consigned to oblivion by the ravages of time. So we 
cannot always discover to our satisfaction all the possible meanings which a par- 
ticular passage can yield from linguistic usage; and there are many passages where 
the sense is very obscure and quite incomprehensible although the component 
words have a clearly established meaning. 

Besides our inability to present a complete account of the Hebrew language, 
there is the further problem presented by the composition and nature of that lan- 
guage. This gives rise to so many ambiguities as to render it impossible to devise 
a method* that can teach us with certainty how to discover the true meaning of 
all Scriptural passages; for apart from the sources of ambiguity that are common 
to all languages, there are others peculiar to Hebrew which give rise to many am- 
biguities. These I think it worth listing here. 

First, ambiguity and obscurity in the Bible are often caused by the fact that let- 
ters involving the same organ of speech are substituted one for another. The He- 
brews divide all letters of the alphabet into five classes in accordance with the five 
oral instruments employed in their pronunciation, namely, the lips, the tongue, 
the teeth, the palate and the throat. For example, ^, X, n, x alef, het, ‘ayin, he are 
called gutturals, and are used one in place of another without any distinction ap- 
parent to us. For instance, x el, which means ‘to’, is often used for Yy “al, which 
means ‘above’, and vice-versa. As a result, any parts of a text may often be rendered 
ambiguous or appear to be meaningless utterances. 
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Asecond ambiguity arises from the multiple meanings of conjunctions and ad- 
verbs. For example, ) vav serves indiscriminately to join and to separate, and can 
mean ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘because’, ‘however’ and ‘then’. °> ki has seven or eight mean- 
ings: ‘because’, ‘although’, ‘if’, ‘when’, ‘just as’, ‘that’, ‘a burning’ and so on. This 
is the case with almost all particles. 

Thirdly—and the source of many ambiguities—verbs in the Indicative mood 
lack the Present, the Past Imperfect, the Pluperfect and the Future Perfect, and 
other tenses in common use in other languages. In the Imperative and Infinitive 
moods verbs lack all the tenses except the Present, and in the Subjunctive there 
are no tenses at all. And although all the tenses and moods thus lacking could 
have been supplied, with ease and even with great elegance, by definite rules de- 
duced from the fundamental principles of language, the writers of old showed 
complete disregard for such rules, and indiscriminately used Future for Present 
and Past, and contrariwise Past for Future, and furthermore used Indicative for 
Imperative and Subjunctive, to the great detriment of clarity. 

Besides these three sources of ambiguity in Hebrew there remain two more to 
be noted, both of which are of far greater importance. First, the Hebrews do not 
have letters for vowels. Secondly, it was not their custom to punctuate their texts, 
nor to give them force or emphasis; and although vowels and punctuation thus 
lacking are usually supplied by points and accents, these cannot satisfy us, having 
been devised and instituted by men ofa later age whose authority should carry no 
weight with us. The ancient writers did not employ points (that is, vowels and ac- 
cents), as is abundantly testified; men of later ages added both of these in accor- 
dance with their own interpretation of the Bible. Therefore the accents and points 
that we now have are merely contemporary interpretations, and deserve no more 
credibility and authority than other commentaries. Those who fail to realise this 
do not understand the justification of the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews 
(ch. 11 v. 21) in giving an interpretation of the text of Genesis ch. 47 v. 31 very 
different from that of the pointed Hebrew text—as if the Apostle ought to have 
been taught the meaning of Scripture by those who inserted points! In my opin- 
ion it is the latter who should be regarded as at fault. To make this clear to all, and 
to show how different interpretations arise simply from the absence of vowels, I 
shall here set down both interpretations. 

Those who inserted the points interpreted the passage as follows: ‘and to Israel 
bent over (or, changing y ‘ayin into 8 alef, a letter of the same organ, towards) the 
head of the bed.’ The author of the Epistle reads ‘and Israel bent over the head of 
his staff? reading ‘mate’ for ‘mita’, the only difference being in the vowels. Now 
since in this part of the story there is only a question of Jacob’s age, and not of his 
illness which is mentioned in the next chapter, it seems more probable that the 
historian intended to say that Jacob bent over the head of his staff (which men of 
advanced age employ to support themselves), not of the bed; and this is especially 
so because this interpretation does not require the substitution of one letter for 
another. Now my purpose in giving this example is not only to harmonise the pas- 
sage in the Epistle to the Hebrews with the text of Genesis, but also to show how 
little confidence is to be placed in modern points and accents. Thus he who 
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would interpret Scripture without any prejudice is in duty bound to hold these in 
doubt and to examine them afresh. 

To return to our theme, such being the structure and nature of the Hebrew lan- 
guage, it is quite understandable that such a number of ambiguities must arise 
that no method can be devised for deciding them all. For we have no grounds for 
expecting that this can be completely achieved from a comparison of different 
passages, which we have shown to be the only way to elicit the true meaning from 
the many senses which a particular passage can yield with linguistic justification. 
It is only by chance that a comparison of passages can throw light on any partic- 
ular passage, since no prophets wrote with the deliberate purpose of explaining 
another’s words, or his own. And furthermore, we can draw no conclusion as to 
the meaning of one prophet or apostle from the meaning of another except in mat- 
ters of moral conduct, as we have already convincingly demonstrated; no such 
conclusions can be drawn when they are dealing with philosophical questions, or 
are narrating miracles or history. I could bring further examples to prove this 
point, that there are many inexplicable passages in Scripture; but I prefer to leave 
this subject for the present, and I shall proceed to a consideration of the points 
that still remain: the further difficulties we encounter in this true method of Scrip- 
tural interpretation, or in what way it falls short. 

One further difficulty consequent upon this method is this, that it requires an 
account of the history of all the biblical books, and this for the most part we can- 
not provide. As I shall make clear at some length at a later stage, we either have 
no knowledge at all or but doubtful knowledge of the authors—or if you prefer 
the expression, the writers—of many of the books. Again, we do not even know 
on what occasion or at what time these books of unknown authorship were writ- 
ten. Furthermore, we do not know into whose hands all these books fell, or in 
whose copies so many different readings were found, nor yet again whether there 
were not many other versions in other hands. When I touched on this topic I did 
make a brief reference to the importance of knowing all these details, but there I 
deliberately passed over certain considerations which must now be taken up. 

If we read a book relating events which are incredible or incomprehensible, or 
which is written in a very obscure style, and if we do not know the author or the 
time or the occasion of its composition, it well be vain for us to try to achieve a 
greater understanding of its true meaning. Deprived of all these facts we cannot 
possibly know what was, or could have been, the author's intention. But if we are 
fully informed of these facts, we are in a position to form an opinion free from all 
danger of mistaken assumptions; that is to say, we ascribe to the author, or to him 
for whom he wrote, no more and no less than his just meaning, concentrating our 
attention on what the author could have had in mind, or what the time and the 
occasion demanded. I imagine that everyone is agreed on this; for it often hap- 
pens that we read in different books stories that are much alike, and form very dif- 
ferent judgments of them according to our opinions of the writers. I remember 
once having read a book about a man named Orlando Furioso who used to ride 
a winged monster in the sky, fly over any regions he chose and singlehanded slay 
huge numbers of men and giants, together with other similar fantastic happen- 
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ings which are quite incomprehensible in respect to our intellect. Now I had read 
a similar story in Ovid about Perseus, and another story in the books of Judges and 
Kings about Samson, who singlehanded and unarmed slew thousands of men, 
and of Elijah, who flew through the air and finally went to heaven in a chariot 
and horses of fire. These stories, I repeat, are obviously similar, yet we form a very 
different judgment of each. The first writer was concerned only to amuse, the sec- 
ond had a political motive, the third a religious motive, and it is nothing else but 
our opinion of the writers that brings us to make these judgments. It is therefore 
evident that in the case of obscure or incomprehensible writings, it is essential for 
us to have some knowledge of the authors if we seek to interpret their writings. 
And for the same reasons, to choose the correct reading out of the various read- 
ings of unclear narratives, we have to know in whose manuscript these different 
readings are found, and whether there were ever some other versions supported 
by men of greater authority. 

In the case of certain books of the Bible, our method of interpretation involves 
the further difficulty that we do not possess them in the language in which they 
were first written. The Gospel according to Matthew and undoubtedly the Epis- 
tle to the Hebrews were written in Hebrew, it is commonly held, but are not ex- 
tant in that form. There is some doubt as to the language in which the Book of 
Job was written. Ibn Ezra, in his commentaries, asserts that it was translated into 
Hebrew from another language, and that this is the reason for its obscurity. I say 
nothing of the apocryphal books, since their authority is of a very different kind. 

Such then, is a full account of the difficulties involved in this method of in- 
terpreting Scripture from its own history, such as we possess. These difficulties, 
which I undertook to recount, I consider so grave that I have no hesitation in af- 
firming that in many instances we either do not know the true meaning of Scrip- 
ture or we can do no more than make conjecture. But on the other hand I must 
again emphasise, with regard to all these difficulties, that they can prevent us from 
grasping the meaning of the prophets only in matters beyond normal compre- 
hension, which can merely be imagined; it is not true of matters open to intel- 
lectual perception, whereof we can readily form a clear conception.* For things 
which of their own nature are readily apprehended can never be so obscurely 
worded that they are not easily understood; as the proverb says, ‘a word to the wise 
is enough.’ Euclid, whose writings are concerned only with things exceedingly 
simple and perfectly intelligible, is easily made clear by anyone in any language; 
for in order to grasp his thought and to be assured of his true meaning there is no 
need to have a thorough knowledge of the language in which he wrote. A super- 
ficial and rudimentary knowledge is enough. Nor need we enquire into the au- 
thor’s life, pursuits and character, the language in which he wrote, and for whom 
and when, nor what happened to his book, nor its different readings, nor how it 
came to be accepted and by what council. And what we here say of Euclid can 
be said of all who have written on matters which of their very nature are capable 
of intellectual apprehension. 
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Thus we can conclude that, with the help of such a historical study of Scrip- 
ture as is available to us, we can readily grasp the meanings of its moral doctrines 
and be certain of their true sense. For the teachings of true piety are expressed in 
quite ordinary language, and being directed to the generality of people they are 
therefore straightforward and easy to understand. And since true salvation and 
blessedness consist in true contentment of mind and we find our true peace only 
in what we clearly understand, it most evidently follows that we can understand 
the meaning of Scripture with confidence in matters relating to salvation and nec- 
essary to blessedness. Therefore we have no reason to be unduly anxious con- 
cerning the other contents of Scripture; for since for the most part they are be- 
yond the grasp of reason and intellect, they belong to the sphere of the curious 
rather than the profitable. 

I consider that I have now displayed the true method of Scriptural interpreta- 
tion and have sufficiently set forth my opinion on this matter. Furthermore, I have 
no doubt that it is now obvious to all that this method demands no other light than 
the natural light of reason. For the nature and virtue of that light consists essen- 
tially in this, that by a process of logical deduction that which is hidden is inferred 
and concluded from what is known, or given as known. This is exactly what our 
method requires. And although we grant that our method does not suffice to ex- 
plain with certainty everything that is found in the Bible, this is the consequence 
not of the defectiveness of the method but of the fact that the path which it tells 
us is the true and correct one has never been pursued nor trodden by men, and 
so with the passage of time has become exceedingly difficult and almost impass- 
able. This I imagine is quite clear from the very difficulties I have recounted. 

It now remains for me to examine the views of those who disagree with me. 
The first to be considered is held by those who maintain that the natural light of 
reason does not have the power to interpret Scripture, and that a supernatural light 
is absolutely essential for this task. What they mean by this light that is beyond the 
natural light I leave them to explain. For my own part, I can only surmise that they 
wish to admit, using rather obscure terminology, that they too are for the most part 
in doubtas to the true meaning of Scripture; for if we consider their explanations, 
we find that they contain nothing of the supernatural — indeed, nothing but the 
merest conjectures. Let them be compared if you please, with the explanations of 
those who frankly admit that they possess no other light but the natural light. They 
will be found to be remarkably similar; that is to say, their explanations are hu- 
man, the fruit of long thought, and elaborately devised. As to their assertions that 
the natural light is insufficient for this task, that is plainly false, for two reasons. In 
the first place, we have already proved that the difficulty of interpreting Scripture 
arises not from the lack of power of the natural light, but from the negligence (not 
to say malice) of those who failed to compile a historical study of Scripture while 
that was still possible. Secondly, everyone will admit, I imagine, that this super- 
natural light is a divine gift granted only to the faithful. Now the prophets and the 
apostles preached not only to the faithful, but especially to unbelievers and the 
impious. So their audiences must have been capable of understanding the mean- 
ing of the prophets and the apostles; otherwise these latter would have appeared 
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to be preaching to children and babies, not to men endowed with reason. Moses, 
too, would have ordained his laws in vain if they could have been understood only 
by the faithful, who stand in no need of law. Therefore those who look to a su- 
pernatural light to understand the meaning of the prophets and the apostles are 
sadly in need of the natural light; and so I can hardly think that such men possess 
a divine supernatural gift. 

Maimonides took a quite different view; for he held that every passage of Scrip- 
ture admits of various—and even contrary— meanings, and that we cannot be cer- 
tain of the true meaning of any passage unless we know that, as we interpret it, 
there is nothing in that passage that is not in agreement with reason, or is contrary 
to reason. If in its literal sense it is found to be contrary to reason, then however 
clear the passage may appear, he maintains that it must be interpreted in a dif- 
ferent way. This view he sets out most clearly in chapter 25 of part 2 of his book 
‘More Nebuchim,’! where he says: “Know that it is not the Scriptural texts con- 
cerning the creation of the world that withholds me from saying that the world 
has existed from eternity. The texts that teach that the world was created are not 
more numerous than those that teach that God is corporeal. There are ways, not 
barred to us, nor even difficult of access, by which we can explain those texts that 
deal with the question of the world’s creation. Our explanation could have fol- 
lowed the same lines as when we denied corporeality of God; and perhaps this 
might have been much easier to achieve, and we might have explained the texts 
and established the eternity of the world more plausibly than when we explained 
Scripture in a way that removed the notion of corporeality from God, blessed be 
He. Yet there are two reasons that prevent me from so doing and from believing 
that the world is eternal. First, there is clear proof that God is not corporeal, and 
it is necessary to explain all those passages whose literal meaning is contrary to 
that proof; for it is certain that they must then have an explanation other than the 
literal. But the eternity of the world has not been proved; so it is not necessary to 
do violence to the Scriptural texts and explain them away merely because of a 
plausible opinion, when we might incline to a contrary opinion with some degree 
of reason. Secondly, the belief that God is incorporeal is not contrary to the basic 
tenets of the Law, whereas the belief that the world is eternal, in the way that Aris- 
totle held, destroys the very foundations of the Law.” 

Such are the words of Maimonides, and they clearly confirm what we said 
above. For if he had been convinced on rational grounds that the world is eter- 
nal, he would not have hesitated to distort and explain away Scripture until it ap- 
peared to teach the same doctrine. Indeed, he would have been quite convinced 
that Scripture, in spite of its plain denials at every point, intended to teach this 
same doctrine of the eternity of the world. So he cannot be sure of the true mean- 
ing of Scripture, however clearly stated, as long as he can doubt the truth of what 
it says, or as long as he is not convinced of it. For as long as we are not convinced 
of the truth of a statement, we cannot know whether it is in conformity with rea- 
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son or contrary to it, and consequently neither can we know whether the literal 
meaning is true or false. 

If this view were correct, I would unreservedly concede that we need a light 
other than the natural light to interpret Scripture; for nearly all the contents of 
Scripture are such as cannot be deduced from principles known by the natural 
light, as we have already shown. Thus the natural light does not enable us to reach 
any decisions as to their truth, nor therefore as to the true sense and meaning of 
Scripture. For this purpose we should necessarily need another kind of light. Then 
again, if this view were correct, it would follow that the common people, for the 
most part knowing nothing of logical reasoning or without leisure for it, would 
have to rely solely on the authority and testimony of philosophers for their un- 
derstanding of Scripture, and would therefore have to assume that philosophers 
are infallible in their interpretations of Scripture. This would indeed be a novel 
form of ecclesiastical authority, with very strange priests or pontiffs, more likely to 
excite men’s ridicule than veneration. And although our own method demands a 
knowledge of Hebrew, for which study the common people can likewise have no 
leisure, it is not open to the same sort of objection. The common people of the 
Jews and Gentiles for whom the prophets and apostles once preached and wrote, 
understood the language of the prophets and apostles and thereby they also com- 
prehended the meaning of the prophets, but without understanding the rational 
justification of the prophets’ message. Yet, according to Maimonides, this under- 
standing was also necessary if they were to grasp the meaning of the prophets. 
There is nothing, then, in our method that requires the common people to abide 
by the testimony of biblical commentators, for I can point to a people who were 
familiar with the language of the prophets and apostles. But Maimonides cannot 
point to a people capable of understanding the causes of things, which would be 
a necessary basis for understanding the meaning of the prophets. And as to the 
common people of our own time, we have already shown that whatsoever is nec- 
essary for salvation, even though its rational justification be not understood, can 
be readily grasped in any language, because it is couched in ordinary and fa- 
miliar terms; and it is this understanding, not the testimony of biblical com- 
mentators, that gains acceptance with the common people. And as for the rest 
of Scripture, the common people are on the same footing as the learned. 

But let us return to the view put forward by Maimonides, and examine it more 
closely. In the first place, he assumes that the prophets were in agreement on all 
matters, and that they were outstanding philosophers and theologians; for he 
holds that they based their conclusions on scientific truth. But in Chapter 2 we 
have shown that this is not so. Then again, he assumes that the meaning of Scrip- 
ture cannot be established from Scripture itself. For scientific truth is not estab- 
lished from Scripture itself, which does not engage in demonstrations and does 
not validate its teaching by appealing to definitions and first causes. And there- 
fore, according to Maimonides, neither can Scripture’s true meaning be estab- 
lished from itself, and should not be sought from it. But it is evident from this 
chapter that this point, too, is false. We have demonstrated both by reasoning and 
by examples that the meaning of Scripture is established from Scripture alone, 
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and should be sought only from Scripture even when it is speaking of matters 
known by the natural light of reason. Finally, he assumes that it is legitimate for 
us to explain away and distort the words of Scripture to accord with our precon- 
ceived opinions, to deny its literal meaning and change it into something else even 
when it is perfectly plain and absolutely clear. Such licence, apart from being di- 
ametrically opposed to the proofs advanced in this chapter and elsewhere, must 
strike everyone as excessive and rash. 

However, granting him this considerable degree of liberty, what in the end can 
it effect? Assuredly, nothing whatsoever. Those things that are not subject to proof 
and which make up the greater part of Scripture cannot yield to an enquiry of this 
sort, nor be explained or interpreted according to this rule; whereas by pursuing 
our method we can explain many things of this kind and investigate them with 
confidence, as we have already shown both by reason and by concrete example. 
And in the case of things that are by their nature comprehensible, their meaning 
can easily be elicited merely from their context, as we have also shown. Thus this 
method of Maimonides is plainly of no value. Furthermore, he clearly deprives 
the common people of any confidence they can have in the meaning of Scripture 
derived from simply perusing it; and yet this confidence is available to all by pur- 
suing a different method. Therefore we can dismiss Maimonides’ view as harm- 
ful, unprofitable and absurd. 

As to the tradition of the Pharisees, we have already declared that it lacks con- 
sistency, while the authority of the Popes of Rome stands in need of clearer evi- 
dence. This is my only reason for impugning the latter, for if they could prove it 
from Scripture itself with the same degree of certainty as did the Jewish High 
Priests of long ago, I should not be influenced by the fact that among the Popes 
there have been found heretics and impious men. Among the Hebrew High 
Priests, too, in the past were found heretics and impious men, who gained the 
priesthood by underhanded means; and yet by Scriptural sanction they possessed 
the supreme power to interpret the Law. See Deut. ch. 17 v. 11, 12 and ch. 33 v. 
10, and Malachi ch. 2 v. 8. But since the Popes can produce no such evidence, 
their authority remains highly suspect. The example of the Jewish High Priest 
ought not to deceive one into thinking that the Catholic religion also stands in 
need of a high priest; for itshould be noted that the laws of Moses, being his coun- 
try’s civil laws, necessarily stood in need of some public authority to uphold them. 
If every man were free to interpret the civil laws as he chose, no state could sur- 
vive; by that very fact it would be instantly dissolved, and public right would be- 
come private right. 

Now with religion the case is quite different. Since it consists in honesty and 
sincerity of heart rather than in outward actions, it does not pertain to the sphere 
of public law and authority. Honesty and sincerity of heart is not imposed on man 
by legal command or by the state’s authority. It is an absolute fact that nobody can 
be constrained to a state of blessedness by force or law; to this end one needs godly 
and brotherly exhortation, a good upbringing, and most of all, a judgment that is 
independent and free. 

Therefore, as the sovereign right to free opinion belongs to every man even in 
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matters of religion, and it is inconceivable that any man can surrender this right, 
there also belongs to every man the sovereign rightand supreme authority to judge 
freely with regard to religion, and consequently to explain it and interpret it for 
himself. The supreme authority to interpret laws and the supreme judgment on 
affairs of state is vested in magistrates for this reason only, that these belong to the 
sphere of public right. Thus for the same reason the supreme authority to explain 
religion and to make judgment concerning it is vested in each individual, because 
it belongs to the sphere of individual right. 

It is, then, far from true that the authority of the Hebrew High Priest in in- 
terpreting his country’s laws enables us to infer the Pope’s authority to interpret 
religion; on the contrary, a more obvious inference is that the interpretation of 
religion is vested above all in each individual. And this again affords further proof 
that our method of Scriptural interpretation is the best. For since the supreme au- 
thority for the interpretation of Scripture is vested in each individual, the rule that 
governs interpretation must be nothing other than the natural light that is com- 
mon to all, and not any supernatural light, nor any eternal authority. Nor must 
this rule be so difficult as not to be available to any but skilled philosophers; it 
must be suited to the natural and universal ability and capacity of mankind. We 
have shown that our rule answers to this description; for we have seen that such 
difficulties as are now to be found in it have arisen from the negligence of men, 
and are not inherent in our method. 
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In which it is shown that the Pentateuch and the Books of Joshua, 
Judges, Ruth, Samuel and Kings were not written by themselves. 
The question of their authorship is considered. Was there one 
author, or several, and who were they? 


In the preceding chapter we discussed the foundations and principles of Scrip- 
tural knowledge, and showed that this consists simply in a thorough historical 
study of Scripture. In spite of its indispensability, the writers of ancient times failed 
to compile such a study, or if in fact they did compile or transmit one, it has dis- 
appeared through the ravages of time, consequently leaving us to a great extent 
deprived of the foundations and principles of Scriptural knowledge. This loss 
would not have been so serious if later generations had kept within the bounds of 
truth and had faithfully transmitted to their successors the few facts they had re- 
ceived or discovered, without the addition of new ideas of their own devising. As 
it is, the historical study of Scripture has remained not merely incomplete but 
prone to error; that is, the foundations of Scriptural knowledge are not only too 
scanty to form the basis for a complete understanding, but are also unsound. It 
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belongs to my purpose to correct these faults and to remove common theological 
prejudices. But I fear that I approach this task too late; for matters have almost 
reached such a pass that men will not endure correction on this subject, and will 
obstinately defend what they have embraced in the name of religion. It is only 
with very few, comparatively speaking, that there seems any place left for reason, 
so pervasively have these prejudices seized upon men’s minds. However, I shall 
make the attempt and persevere in my efforts, since there is no reason for utter 
despair. 

To treat the matter in logical order, I shall first deal with misconceptions re- 
garding the true authorship of the Sacred Books, beginning with the Pentateuch. 
The author is almost universally believed to be Moses, a view so obstinately de- 
fended by the Pharisees that they have regarded any other view as heresy. It was 
for this reason that ibn Ezra, a man of enlightened mind and considerable learn- 
ing, who was the first, as far as I know, to call attention to this misconception, did 
not venture to explain his meaning openly, and expressed himself somewhat ob- 
scurely in words which I shall here not hesitate to elucidate, making his meaning 
quite plain. 

The words of ibn Ezra in his commentary on Deuteronomy are as follows: 
“Beyond the Jordan, etc.’ If you understand the mystery of the twelve, and also 
‘Moses wrote the Law, and, ‘the Canaanite was then in the land, ‘it shall be re- 
vealed on the Mount of God, and again ‘Behold his bed, a bed of iron, then shall 
you know the truth.” In these few words he gives a clear indication that it was not 
Moses who wrote the Pentateuch but someone else who lived long after him, and 
that it was a different book that Moses wrote. To make this clear, he draws atten- 
tion to the following points: 

l. The preface to Deuteronomy could not have been written by Moses, who 
did not cross the Jordan. 

2. The Book of Moses was inscribed in its entirety on no more than the cir- 
cumference of a single altar (Deut. ch. 27 and Joshua ch. 8 v. 30 etc.), and this 
altar, according to the Rabbis, consisted of only twelve stones. From this it follows 
that the Book of Moses must have required far less space than the Pentateuch. 
This, I say, was what our author meant by his reference to ‘the mystery of the 
twelve, unless he was referring to the twelve curses in the aforementioned chap- 
ter of Deuteronomy. Perhaps he believed that these could not have been con- 
tained in Moses’ Book of the Law, because Moses bids the Levites read out these 
curses in addition to the recital of the Law, so as to bind the people by oath to ob- 
serve the recited laws. Or again he may have wished to draw attention to the last 
chapter of Deuteronomy concerning the death of Moses, a chapter consisting of 
twelve verses. But there is no need here to give closer scrutiny to these and other 
conjectures. 

3. Deuteronomy ch. 31 v. 9 says, “And Moses wrote the Law.” These words 
cannot be ascribed to Moses; they must be those of another writer narrating the 
deeds and writings of Moses. 

4. In Genesis ch. 12 v. 6 when the narrative tells of Abraham journeying 
through the land of Canaan, the historian adds, “the Canaanite was then in the 


Chapter 8 


land,” thereby clearly excluding the time at which he was writing. So this passage 
must have been written after the death of Moses when the Canaanites had been 
driven out and no longer possessed those lands. In his commentary of this passage 
ibn Ezra makes the same point in these words: “‘And the Canaanite was then in 
the land.’ It appears that Canaan (the grandson of Noah) took the land of Canaan 
which had been in the possession of another. If this is not the true meaning, some 
mystery lies here, and let him who understands it keep silent.” That is to say, if 
Canaan invaded that land, then the sense will be that the Canaanite was already 
in the land, as opposed to some past time when the land was inhabited by another 
nation. But if Canaan was the first to settle in that region (as follows from Gen. 
ch. 10), then the words are intended to exclude the present time, that is, the time 
of the author. This could not be Moses, in whose time the land was still possessed 
by the Canaanites; and this is the mystery concerning which ibn Ezra urges si- 
lence. 

5. In Genesis ch. 22 v. 14 Mount Moriah* is called the Mount of God, a name 
it did not acquire until after it was assigned to the building of the temple. This 
choice of mountain was not made in the time of Moses, for Moses does not indi- 
cate any position as chosen by God. On the contrary, he foretells that God will at 
some time choose a place to which his name will be given. 

6. Lastly, in Deuteronomy ch. 3 v. 11, in the narrative about Og, king of 
Bashan, these words are inserted, “Only Og, king of Bashan, remained as the sole 
survivor of the giants.** Behold, his bedstead was a bedstead of iron, the bedstead 
that is now in Rabbah of the children ofAmmon, nine cubits long. . . .” This paren- 
thesis shows most clearly that the writer of these books lived long after the time of 
Moses, for this manner of speaking can characterise only one who is narrating an- 
cient history and is pointing to relics to prove his assertion. There is no doubt that 
this bed was first discovered in the time of David, who conquered this city, as re- 
lated in 2 Sam. ch. 12 v. 30. A further example of words being inserted in Moses’ 
narrative occurs a little further on, where the same historian says, “Jair, the son of 
Manasseh, took all the region of Argob as far as the Geshurite and Maacathite bor- 
der, and called them after his own name Bashan Hawvoth Jair unto this day.” The 
historian, I say, added these words so as to explain the words of Moses which he 
had just related, to wit, “And the rest of Gilead and all Bashan, the kingdom of 
Og, gave I unto the half-tribe of Manasseh, all the region of Argob with all Bashan, 
which is called the land of giants.” There is no doubt that at the time of this writer 
the Hebrews knew what was Hawoth Jair of the tribe of Judah, but not under the 
name of the region of Argob, nor the land of giants. So he was forced to explain 
what these places were that were so called in antiquity, and at the same time give 
reason why in his time they took the name of Jair, who was of the tribe of Judah, 
not Manasseh (see | Chron. ch. 2 v. 21, 22). 


* See Supplementary Note 9. 


** The Hebrew ‘rephaim’ means ‘the condemned, and from ] Chron ch 20 it also appears to be a 
proper name. For this reason | think it is here a family name. 
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We have now set forth the view of ibn Ezra, and the passages of the Pentateuch 
which he cites in support. Yet he did not call attention to all such passages, nor 
even the principal ones; for there are many other passages in these books, and of 
greater significance, which have yet to be cited. 

l. The writer of these books not only speaks of Moses in the third person, but 
also bears witness to many details concerning him: for instance, ‘God talked with 
Moses’ ‘God spake with Moses face to face’ ‘Moses was the meekest of men’ 
(Num. ch. 12 v. 3), ‘Moses was wrath with the captains of the host’ (Num. ch. 31 
v. 14), Moses, the man of God’ (Deut. ch. 33 v. 1), “Moses, the servant of God, 
died, “There has never arisen in Israel a prophet like Moses, and so on. On the 
other hand, in Deuteronomy, where the Law, which Moses had expounded to the 
people and put in written form, is set forth, Moses speaks and narrates his deeds 
in the first person; for instance, ‘God spoke to me’ (Deut. ch. 2 v. 1, 17 etc.), I 
prayed to God, and so on. However, later on towards the end of the book, after 
the historian has reported the words of Moses, he again continues the narrative in 
the third person, telling how Moses handed over to the people in written form the 
Law he had expounded, with his last admonition, and how he came to the end of 
his life. All these considerations — the manner of speaking, the giving of testimony, 
the very structure of the entire history—lead us to the plain conclusion that these 
books were written not by Moses, but by another. 

2. It should further be added that this history not only narrates the death of 
Moses, his burial, and the thirty days mourning of the Hebrews, but also draws a 
comparison between Moses and all the other prophets who came after him, de- 
claring that he excelled them all. “There has never arisen in Israel a prophet like 
Moses,” he says, “whom God knew face to face.” Such testimony could never have 
been given by Moses of himself, nor by any immediate successor, but by some- 
one who lived many generations later, and particularly so since the historian 
seems to be speaking of some remote time, as in “there has never arisen a 
prophet,” etc. And he says of his place of burial, “Nobody knows it unto this day.” 

3. Some places are indicated not by the names they bore in Moses’ time, but 
by other names which they only later acquired. For instance, Abraham “pursued 
the enemy even unto Dan” (Gen. ch. 14 v. 14), a name not given to that city un- 
til long after the death of Joshua (Judges ch. 18 v. 29). 

4. The narrative sometimes continues beyond the death of Moses, for in Exo- 
dus ch. 16 v. 35 we are told that ‘the children of Israel did eat manna forty years 
until they came to a land inhabited, until they came unto the borders of the land 
of Canaan’; that is to say, until the time referred to in Joshua ch. 5 v. 12. Again, 
in Genesis ch. 36 v. 31 we read, “These are the kings that reigned in Edom before 
there reigned any king over the children of Israel.’ Undoubtedly the historian here 
lists the kings of Idumaea before David conquered that people* and set up gov- 
ernors in the land (2 Sam. ch. 8 v. 14). 

Thus from the foregoing it is clear beyond a shadow of doubt that the Penta- 
teuch was not written by Moses, but by someone who lived many generations af- 
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ter Moses. But let us now turn our attention, if you please, to the books which 
Moses did write and which are cited in the Pentateuch; for we shall see from them 
that they were different from the Pentateuch. In the first place, then, Exodus ch. 
17 v. 14 tells us that Moses, by God’s command, wrote an account of the war 
against Amalek. In that chapter we are not told what book this was, but in Num- 
bers ch. 21 v. 12 reference is made to a certain book called the ‘Book of the Wars 
of God, which undoubtedly included the history of this war against Amalek to- 
gether with all the stages of their journeyings (which in Numbers ch. 33 v. 2 the 
author of the Penteteuch testifies were also written by Moses). Again, Exodus ch. 
24 v. 4, 7 gives evidence of another book called the ‘Book of the Covenant, * 
which Moses read before the Israelites when they first entered into a covenant 
with God. Now this book or document contained very little, namely, the laws or 
commandments of God which are set out in Exodus from chapter 20 v. 22 to chap- 
ter 24, and this no one will deny who reads the aforesaid chapter impartially and 
with sound judgment. There we read that as soon as Moses realised the feelings 
of the people with regard to a covenant with God, he immediately wrote down 
God’s utterances and laws, and in the morning, when certain ceremonies had 
been performed, he read out the terms of the covenant to the whole congrega- 
tion. When the terms had been read out and no doubt understood by the entire 
assembly, the people bound themselves with full consent. It therefore follows both 
from the brief time taken in writing down the book and from the manner of the 
ratifying of the covenant, that this book contained nothing more than the few 
items I have mentioned. 

Lastly, it is clear that in the fortieth year from the departure out of Egypt Moses 
explained all the laws that he made (see Deut. ch. 1 v. 5) and bound the people 
anew to observe them (Deut. ch. 29 v. 14), and finally wrote a book containing 
these laws as explained and this new covenant (see Deut. ch. 31 v. 9). This book 
was called the Book of the Law of God, to which Joshua later added an account 
of the covenant by which the people of his time bound themselves once more, 
making a covenant with God for the third time (see Josh. ch. 24 v. 25, 26). Now 
since there is no extant book containing this covenant of Moses together with the 
covenant of Joshua, we have to grant that this book has perished— or else we must 
share in the madness of the Chaldaean Paraphrast Jonathan,’ distorting the words 
of Scripture just as we please. Confronted by this problem, this commentator pre- 
ferred to corrupt Scripture rather than admit his ignorance. The passage in the 
book of Joshua (ch. 24 v. 26) which runs, “And Joshua wrote these words in the 
book of the Law of God,” he translates in Chaldaic, “And Joshua wrote these words 
and kept them together with the book of the Law of God.” What can you do with 
those who see nothing but what they please? What else is this, I ask, but to reject 
Scripture itself and fashion a new Scripture of one’s own devising? 


* The Hebrew word ‘sepher’ often means letter or writing. 

1 [The Chaldaean Paraphrast Jonathan was Jonathan ben Uzziel, first century A.D., who produced an 
Aramaic (Chaldaean) translation or paraphrase of the Bible, called a Targum. Maimonides held 
him in high regard.] 
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We may therefore conclude that the book of the Law of God which Moses 
wrote was not the Pentateuch, but a quite different book which the author of the 
Pentateuch inserted in proper order in his own work; and this conclusion follows 
on the clearest evidence not only from what has just been said but also from what 
I am about to state. In the passage of Deuteronomy just quoted which tells us that 
Moses wrote the book of the Law, the historian adds that Moses gave it into the 
hands of the priests, and that he further ordered them to read it out to the entire 
people at an appointed time. This indicates that the book in question was much 
shorter than the Pentateuch, seeing that it could be read through at a single as- 
sembly so as to be understood by all. Nor must we here omit to mention that, of 
all the books that Moses wrote, it was only this one of the second covenant and 
the Canticle? (which he later added so that all the people might learn it) that he 
commanded to be religiously guarded and preserved. For by the first covenant he 
had bound only those who were present, whereas by the second covenant he also 
bound those who should come after them (Deut. ch. 29 v. 14, 15). He therefore 
commanded that this book of the second covenant be religiously preserved for fu- 
ture generations, and with it, as we have said, the Canticle, which particularly 
concerns future generations. Since, then, there is no evidence that Moses wrote 
any other books but these, and he gave no instructions for any other book but this 
book of the Law together with the Canticle to be preserved religiously for poster- 
ity, and finally, since there are many passages in the Pentateuch that could not 
have been written by Moses, it follows that there are no grounds for holding Moses 
to be the author of the Pentateuch, and that such an opinion is quite contrary to 
reason. 

Now at this point someone will perhaps ask whether, in addition to the above, 
Moses did not write down laws when they were first revealed to him; that is, 
whether over the space of forty years he did not write down any of the laws which 
he made except those few which I have stated were contained in the book of the 
first covenant. To this I reply that, although I would grant it to be a reasonable as- 
sumption that Moses wrote down the laws at the time and place where he hap- 
pened to promulgate them, I deny that it is therefore legitimate for us to affirm 
this. We have previously shown that in matters like this we must assert nothing but 
what is established from Scripture itself, or what logically proceeds solely from 
the fundamental principles of Scripture. It is not enough that such an assertion 
should appear reasonable. Moreover, neither does reason itself compel us to this 
conclusion. It is possible that the elders communicated Moses’ decrees to the 
people in writing, and that later the historian gathered these together and inserted 
them in due order in the life of Moses. 

So much for the five books of Moses; it is now time for us to examine the other 
books. The book of Joshua can likewise be shown, by similar arguments, not to be 
by the hand of Joshua; for it is someone else who testifies of Joshua that his fame 
was spread throughout the world (ch. 6 v. 27), that he omitted nothing of what 


2 [Spinoza is referring to Moses’ song ın Deuteronomy 33 ] 
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Moses had commanded him (ch. 8 last verse and ch. 11 v. 15), that he grew old 
and summoned the entire people to an assembly, and that finally he breathed his 
last. Then again, some events are narrated that happened after Joshua’s death, as 
that after his death the Israelites continued to worship God as long as men who 
had known him were still alive. And in chapter 16 v. 10 we read that Ephraim and 
Manasseh ‘did not drive out the Canaanites that dwelt in Gezer, but (he adds) the 
Canaanites have dwelt among the Ephraimites unto this day, and served as tribu- 
taries.’ This is the same as the narrative in Judges, chapter 1, and the turn of phrase 
‘even unto this day’ indicates that the writer is speaking of ancient times. Similar 
to this is the text of chapter 15, last verse, concerning the sons of Judah, and the 
history of Caleb from verse 13 of the same chapter. Again, the events narrated in 
chapter 22 from verse 10 on, when the two tribes and a half built an altar beyond 
Jordan, seem to have taken place after the death of Joshua; for throughout the 
story there is no mention of Joshua, and it is the people alone who hold council 
as to waging war, send delegates and await the reply they bring, which they finally 
approve. Lastly, the passage in chapter 10 v. 14 clearly proves that this book was 
written many generations after Joshua, for it testifies, “There was no day like that, 
either before it or after it, that the Lord hearkened unto the voice of a man,” etc. 
Therefore if Joshua wrote any book at all, it must be that which is quoted in ch. 
10 v. 13 of this same history. 

As for the book of Judges, I imagine that nobody of sound judgment can be- 
lieve that it was written by the judges themselves, for the summary of the whole 
book in chapter 2 clearly shows that the entire book is the work of a single histo- 
rian. Then again, since the writer often remarks that in those times there was no 
king in Israel, there can be no doubt that it was written after the institution of 
monarchy. 

We need spend little time in considering the books of Samuel, inasmuch as 
the history is continued long after his lifetime. However, I should like it to be 
noted that this book, too, was written many generations after Samuel. In book 1, 
chapter 9 v. 9 the historian remarks in parenthesis, “Beforetimes in Israel, when 
a man went to inquire of God, thus he spoke, ‘Come, let us go to a seer’; for he 
that is now called a prophet was beforetime called a seer.” 

Lastly, the books of Kings, as is made clear by their contents, are taken from 
the books of the Acts of Solomon (see 1 Kings ch. 11 v. 41), from the chronicles 
of the kings of Judah (1 Kings ch. 14 v. 19, 29), and from the chronicles of the 
kings of Israel. 

We may therefore conclude that all the books we have so far considered are 
the works of other hands, and that their contents are narrated as ancient history. 

If we now turn our attention to the interconnection and the main theme of all 
these books, we shall easily see that they are all the work of a single historian who 
set out to write the antiquities of the Jews from their first beginnings until the first 
destruction of the city.* These books are so connected with one another that this 
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alone is sufficient to enable us to decide that they form the narrative of a single 
historian. As soon as he reaches the end of the narrative of the life of Moses, the 
historian passes on to the life of Joshua with these words: “Now after the death of 
Moses, the servant of the Lord, it came to pass that the Lord spake unto 
Joshua... ,” and when this narrative ends with the death of Joshua, he begins the 
history of the Judges with exactly the same transitional words, “Now after the death 
of Joshua it came to pass that the children of Israel asked the Lord. . . .” To this 
book he joins the story of Ruth as an appendix, with these words: “Now it came 
to pass in the days when the Judges ruled that there was a famine in the land.” 
Then there is the same sort of transition between Ruth and the first Book of 
Samuel, at the end of which he proceeds with his customary transitional phrase 
to the second book. Then, without completing the history of David, he moves on 
to the first Book of Kings, and, continuing the history of David, he goes on with 
the same transition to the second Book of Kings. 

Again, the construction and order of the narratives also shows that there was 
only one historian, with a fixed aim in view. He begins by narrating the first ori- 
gins of the Hebrew nation, and then continues in an orderly way to relate on what 
occasions and at what times Moses made his laws and his numerous prophecies. 
He then goes on to tell how the Israelites invaded the promised land in accor- 
dance with Moses’ prophecies (see Deut. ch. 7), and how, after possessing the 
land, they forsook their laws (Deut. ch. 31 v. 16) and thereafter met with many 
misfortunes (same ch. v. 17). Then he relates how the people decided to choose 
kings (Deut. ch. 17 v. 14), who likewise prospered or failed according to the rev- 
erence they paid to the laws, and, finally, how their kingdom was destroyed as 
Moses had foretold. With regard to other matters that are not relevant to the ob- 
servance of the Law, our historian either keeps silent or refers the reader to other 
historians. Thus all these books have but a single theme, to set forth the words and 
commandments of Moses and to demonstrate their truth by the course of history. 

When we consider in unison these three points, namely, the unity of theme of 
all these books, their interconnections, and the fact that they were written by a 
later hand many generations after the events, we may conclude, as I have just 
stated, that they were all the work of a single historian. The identity of this histo- 
rian is not susceptible to certain proof, but I believe it was Ezra, a conjecture sup- 
ported by a number of weighty reasons. 

The historian (whom we already know to be a single individual) continues his 
history up to the liberation of Jehoiachin, adding that he sat at the king’s table all 
the days of his life (that is, either Jehoiachin’s life or the life of the son of Neb- 
uchadnezzar, for the meaning is by no means clear). Hence it follows that the his- 
torian could not have been anyone before Ezra. Now Scripture testifies of Ezra 
alone of all men of his time (Ezra ch. 7 v. 10) that he devoted himself to seek the 
Law of God and to set it forth, and that he was a scribe learned in the Law of Moses 
(Ezra ch. 7 v. 6). Therefore I cannot imagine anyone but Ezra as the writer of 
these books. 

Again, on examining this testimony concerning Ezra, we note that he devoted 
himself not only to seek the Law of God but also to set it forth, and in Nehemiah 
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ch. 8 v. 8 we are also told that “they read the book of the Law distinctly, and 
caused them to understand, and they understood the Scripture.” Now since 
Deuteronomy contains not only the book of the Law of Moses, or most of it, but 
also many passages inserted for its fuller explanation, I conjecture that Deuteron- 
omy is that book of the Law of God, written, set forth and explained by Ezra, 
which they read at that time. As to the numerous parenthetic insertions in 
Deuteronomy which serve for fuller explanation, I gave two examples of this in 
discussing the views of ibn Ezra, and there are many more such passages to be 
found; for example, chapter 2 v. 12, “The Horites also dwelt in Seir beforetime, 
but the children of Esau drove them out and destroyed them from before them, 
and dwelt in their stead, as Israel did unto the land of his possession, which the 
Lord gave unto him.” Here he is explaining verses 3 and 4 of the same chapter, 
saying that Mount Seir, which had come to the children of Esau for their pos- 
session, was not seized by them uninhabited, but that they invaded it and ex- 
pelled and destroyed the Horites who formerly dwelt there, just as after Moses’ 
death the Israelites expelled the Canaanites. 

Other parenthetic insertions in the words of Moses are verses 6, 7, 8, 9 of chap- 
ter 10; for it is obvious that verse 8, which begins, “At that time the Lord separated 
the tribe of Levi” must refer back to verse 5, and not to the death of Aaron, which 
Ezra seems to have inserted at this point only because Moses, when he recounted 
the story of the worship of the calf, had said (ch. 9 v. 20), that he had prayed to 
God on Aaron’s behalf. Ezra then goes on to explain that, at the time of which 
Moses is here speaking, God had chosen for himself the tribe of Levi, thus giving 
reason for the election and the exclusion of the Levites from a share in the in- 
heritance; and thereafter he continues the thread of the history in the words of 
Moses. Then there is also the preface to the book, and all those passages where 
Moses is spoken of in the third person. And there were doubtless many other pas- 
sages, which we cannot now identify, which were added or given a different ex- 
pression by the historian, so that they might be more easily comprehended by his 
contemporaries. 

If, I say, we possessed Moses’ original book of the Law, I doubt not that we 
should find considerable differences both in the wording of his commandments 
and in the order of the text and in the explanations given. If only the Decalogue 
of Deuteronomy be compared with the Decalogue of Exodus (where its history 
is explicitly given) the former is found to differ from the latter on all these points. 
In the former the fourth commandment not only takes a different form but is 
set out at much greater length, and the reasoning on which it is based is quite 
different from that given in the Exodus Decalogue. And finally, the order in 
which the tenth commandment is here set forth is also quite different from that 
of Exodus. 

It is my opinion, as I have already said, that the discrepancies here and else- 
where are due to Ezra because he was explaining the Law of God to the people 
of his own time, and therefore this is the book of the Law of God as presented 
and set forth by Ezra. And this book, I believe, was the first of all the books which 
I have attributed to him. This conjecture is supported by the fact that it contains 
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the laws of his country—which are the most urgent need of a people—and also 
that this book, unlike all the others, is not joined to the preceding book by a tran- 
sitional phrase, but begins independently with “These are the words of Moses. . . .’ 
Now when he had completed this task and had instructed the people in the laws, 
I believe he applied himself to composing a complete history of the Hebrew na- 
tion from the creation of the world to the final destruction of the city, and into 
this work he inserted the book of Deuteronomy in its appropriate place. Perhaps 
he called the first five books by the name of Moses because their principal sub- 
ject is the life of Moses, the name deriving from the main theme. For the same 
reason he called the sixth book the book of Joshua, the seventh the book of 
Judges, the eighth Ruth, the ninth and perhaps the tenth the books of Samuel, 
and the eleventh and twelfth the books of Kings. On the question as to whether 
Ezra put the final touches to this work and completed it as he intended, see the 
next chapter. 


CHAPTER 9 


An enquiry into further matters relating to these same books, 
namely, whether Ezra gave them a final revision, and whether the 
marginal notes found in the Hebrew codices were variant readings 


In the preceding chapter we discussed the question of the true authorship of the 
books therein considered. In support of our theory we considered some obscure 
passages which can be clarified only by this theory, a fact which in itself em- 
phasises how much our theory contributes to a complete understanding of these 
books. But apart from the question of authorship, we have yet to draw attention 
to some other points of interest in the books themselves, the comprehension of 
which is denied to people in general by the prevalence of superstition. Of these 
the most important is this, that Ezra (whom I shall regard as the author of the 
aforementioned books until a more likely candidate appears) did not make a fi- 
nal revision of the narratives contained in these books and confined himself to 
making a collection of the histories from various writers, sometimes simply copy- 
ing them down as they were and leaving them to posterity without proper scrutiny 
and arrangement. 

The reasons (if it was not his untimely death) which prevented him from com- 
pleting this work in final detail are beyond my conjecture. But although the an- 
cient Hebrew historians are lost to us, the few remnants that we do possess make 
the fact indisputable. The history of Hezekiah (2 Kings ch. 18 from v. 17 on) was 
copied from Isaiah’s account just as it appeared in the chronicles of the kings of 
Judah, for we have it in its entirety in the book of Isaiah—which was included in 
the chronicles of the kings of Judah (see 2 Chron. ch. 32 v. 32)—in exactly the 
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same words as in the other narrative, with a few exceptions. * Hence we are bound 
to conclude that there existed various versions of this narrative of Isaiah — unless 
one should prefer to imagine that here, again, there lurk some mysteries. More- 
over, the ending of 2 Kings is repeated in the last chapter of Jeremiah v. 31-34. In 
addition, we find that 2 Sam. ch. 7 is repeated in 1 Chron. ch. 17; but in a num- 
ber of places the words are seen to have undergone such a remarkable change** 
that it is obvious that the two chapters are taken from two different copies of the 
story of Nathan. Finally, the genealogy of the kings of Idumaea, in Gen. ch. 36 v. 
31 on, is also repeated in the same words in | Chron. ch. 1, although it is clear 
that the author of the latter book took his materials from other historians, and not 
from the twelve books we have ascribed to Ezra. Therefore there can be no doubt 
that if the historians themselves were available to us, we should have direct proof 
of our contention. But since they are lost to us, our only resource is to examine 
the histories that we do possess, considering their order and interconnections, the 
various repetitions and the discrepancies in the reckoning of years, from which 
we may judge of the rest. 

Let us then consider these histories, or at least the most noteworthy; and in the 
first place the story of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38), where the historian begins his 
narration thus: “And it came to pass at that time that Judah departed from his 
brethren. . . .” The time here mentioned must refer not to the passage that im- 
mediately precedes it in Genesis but to a quite different time*** of which it is the 
immediate continuation. For from the former time—thatis, the time when Joseph 
was taken away to Egypt—until the time when the patriarch Jacob also set out 
thither with all his household, we can reckon no more than twenty-two years. 
Joseph was seventeen years old when he was sold by his brothers, and he was thirty 
years old when he was summoned by Pharaoh from prison. If we add to this the 
seven years of plenty and the two years of famine, we arrive at a total of twenty- 
two years. Now nobody can conceive that in this space of time so many events 
could have taken place: that Judah begat three children, one after another, from 
the one wife whom he married at that time, that the eldest of these married Tamar 
when he was of age, that when he died the second son married her in turn, and 
also died, that some time after these events Judah unwittingly had intercourse with 
his own daughter-in-law Tamar, that she bore him twins, of whom one also be- 
came a father within the aforesaid period. Thus, since all these events cannot be 
accommodated within the time specified in Genesis, the reference must be to 
some immediately preceding time in the narrative of a different book. Therefore 
Ezra must have simply copied out this story, too, inserting it into the rest of his 
work without critical examination. 

Now it has to be admitted that not only this chapter but the entire story of 
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Joseph and Jacob was gathered and copied down from different sources, such are 
the number of inconsistencies to be found in it. Genesis chapter 47 tells us that 
Jacob was 130 years old when first Joseph brought him to salute Pharaoh. If we 
subtract the twenty-two years he passed in sorrowing for Joseph’s absence, and the 
seventeen years which was Joseph’s age when he was sold, and finally the seven 
years he served for Rachel, we find that he was old indeed, eighty-four in fact, 
when he married Leah, while Dinah was scarcely seven years old* when she was 
violated by Shechem, and Simeon and Levi had scarcely reached the ages of 
twelve and eleven when they spoiled that entire city and slew all its people with 
the sword. 

There is no need for me here to review the whole of the Pentateuch. If one 
merely observes that all the contents of these five books, histories and precepts, 
are set forth with no distinction or order and with no regard to chronology, and 
that frequently the same story is repeated, with variations, it will readily be recog- 
nised that all these materials were collected indiscriminately and stored together 
with view to examining them and arranging them more conveniently at some later 
time. And not only the contents of these five books but the other histories in the 
remaining seven books right down to the destruction of the city were compiled in 
the same way. Nobody can fail to see that in chapter 2 of Judges at verse 6 there 
appears on the scene a new historian who had also written of Joshua’s deeds, and 
that his words are simply set down unchanged. For after our historian has related 
in the last chapter of Joshua how Joshua died and was buried, and in the first chap- 
ter of Judges has promised to continue the history after Joshua’s death, what logi- 
cal connection — if he really intended to pursue the thread of his story— could he 
have claimed between the preceding verses and what he here begins to relate of 
Joshua?** 

In the same way, too, chapters 17, 18 etc. of 1 Samuel are taken from another 
historian, who held that the reason why David began to frequent Saul’s court was 
very different from that given in chapter 16 of this same book. He did not think 
that it was by his servants’ advice that Saul summoned David to his presence (as 
is related in chapter 16), but that, happening to be sent by his father to his broth- 
ers in camp, David first came to Saul’s attention through his victory over the 
Philistine Goliath, and was detained at his court. I suspect that the same applies 
to chapter 26 of this same book, where the historian appears to repeat the narra- 
tive of chapter 24, but gives a different version. But I pass over this point, and pro- 
ceed to examine the question of chronology. 

In | Kings chapter 6 we are told that Solomon built his temple 480 years after 
the exodus from Egypt, but the narratives themselves require a much greater num- 
ber of years. 
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Years 
Moses governed the people in the desert 40 
According to Josephus and other writers, Joshua, who lived to 
the age of 110, led the people for no more than 26 
Cushan Rishathaim held the people in subjection 8 
Othniel, son of Kenaz, was judge* 40 
Eglon, king of Moab, held rule over the people 18 
Ehud and Shamgar were judges 80 
Jabin, king of Canaan, again held the people in subjection 20 
Thereafter the people were at peace 40 
Then they were in subjection to Midian 7 
In the time of Gideon they were free 40 
They were under the rule of Abimelech 3 
Tola, son of Pua, was judge 23 
Jair was judge 22 
The people were again in subjection to the Philistines and the 
Ammonites 18 
Jephtha was judge 6 
Ibzan the Bethlehemite was judge 7 
Elon the Zebulunite was judge 10 
Abdon the Pirathonite was judge 8 
The people were again in subjection to the Philistines 40 
Samson was judge** 20 
Eli was judge 40 
The people were again in subjection to the Philistines until they were 
freed by Samuel 20 
David reigned 40 
Solomon reigned before building the temple ot 
Total 580 


To this total must be added the period after the death of Joshua when the He- 
brew state flourished before it was subjugated by Cushan Rishathaim, a period 
which I believe covered a considerable number of years. For I cannot be per- 
suaded that immediately after the death of Joshua all those who witnessed his mar- 
velous doings perished all at once, and that their successors rejected their laws at 
a single stroke and plunged from the heights of virtue into the depths of wicked- 
ness and indolence, or that Cushan Rishathaim subjugated them at one blow. 
Since each of these circumstances requires about a generation, there can be no 
doubt that the book of Judges, chapter 2 v. 7,9, 10 covers the history of many years 
which it passes over in silence. 

Furthermore, we must add the years when Samuel was judge, the number of 
which is again not given in Scripture; and then there are the years of Saul’s reign, 
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which I have omitted in the above calculation because the history of Saul does 
not make clear the length of his reign. There is indeed the statement in | Samuel 
chapter 13 v. | that he reigned two years, but the text there is mutilated, and the 
narrative itself also postulates a longer period. That the text is mutilated cannot 
be doubted by anyone who has the slightest acquaintance with the Hebrew lan- 
guage, for it begins thus, “Saul was in his __ year when he began to reign, and he 
reigned for two years over Israel.” Who can fail to see, I repeat, that the number 
of years of Saul’s age when he began to reign has been omitted? And I do not think 
that anyone can doubt too that the narrative itself requires a greater number for 
the years of his reign. For chapter 27 v. 7 of the same book tells us that David so- 
journed among the Philistines, to whom he had fled for refuge from Saul, a year 
and four months. By this calculation the other events of his reign must have oc- 
cupied eight months, a conclusion which I imagine no one will accept. Josephus, 
at least, at the end of his sixth book of Antiquities, emends the text thus: “Saul 
reigned eighteen years during Samuel’s lifetime, and two years after his death.” 

Indeed, this entire narrative in chapter 13 is in complete disagreement with 
what has gone before. At the end of chapter 7 we are told that the Philistines were 
so crushed by the Hebrews that they dared not invade their borders during 
Samuel’s lifetime. Yet in chapter 13 we are told that, in Samuel’s lifetime, the 
Hebrews were invaded by the Philistines and reduced to such a state of wretched- 
ness and poverty that they were deprived of weapons wherewith to defend them- 
selves, and even of the means of making them. I should certainly be hard put to 
it if I were to attempt to reconcile all the narratives of the first book of Samuel so 
that they might present the appearance of having been written and arranged by a 
single historian. But I return to my theme. The years of Saul’s reign, then, should 
be added to our previous calculation. And finally, I have not taken into account 
the years of anarchy of the Hebrews, since their number is not clear from Scrip- 
ture. I cannot be sure, I say, of the time taken up by those events which are 
recorded from chapter 17 to the end of the book of Judges. 

Thus it clearly follows that neither can a true system of chronology be estab- 
lished from the narratives nor are the narratives consistent with one another in 
this matter, but differ widely. Therefore it must be admitted that these narratives 
were compiled from different sources, without any proper arrangement or 
scrutiny. And there seems to have been just as great a chronological discrepancy 
between the books of the chronicles of the kings of Judah and those of the kings 
of Israel. The chronicles of the kings of Israel recorded that Jehoram, the son of 
Ahab, began his reign in the second year of the reign of Jehoram, the son of Je- 
hoshaphat (2 Kings ch. 1 v. 17); but in the chronicles of the kings of Judah we are 
told that Jehoram, the son of Jehoshaphat, began his reign in the fifth year of the 
reign of Jehoram, the son of Ahab (2 Kings ch. 8 v. 16). 

Furthermore, anyone who cares to compare the narratives of the book of 
Chronicles with the narratives of the books of Kings will find many similar dis- 
crepancies, which I need not recount here, and far less need I consider the com- 
mentaries wherein writers seek to reconcile these narratives. The Rabbis run quite 
wild, and such commentators as I have read indulge in dreams, fantasies, and in 
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the end corrupt the language altogether. For example, in the second book of 
Chronicles where we read that “Forty and two years old was Ahaziah when he be- 
gan to reign,” some of them pretend that these years are reckoned from the reign 
of Omri, not from the birth of Ahaziah. If they could prove this to be the real 
meaning of the author of the book of Chronicles, I should not hesitate to declare 
that he did not know how to speak. They indulge in many other fancies of this 
sort; and if these were true, I should declare outright that the ancient Hebrews 
knew neither their own language nor how a narrative should be arranged, I should 
acknowledge no method or rule for the interpretation of Scripture, and there 
would be no restriction whatsoever on the imagination. 

If anyone thinks that my criticism here is of too sweeping a nature and lacking 
sufficient foundation, I would ask him to undertake to show us in these narratives 
a definite plan such as might legitimately be imitated by historians in their chron- 
icles. In his attempts to interpret the narratives and to harmonise them, let him 
adhere with absolute strictness* to the actual diction and to the manner of expo- 
sition, arrangement and organisation of the texts, and then provide such an 
explanation as may furnish us with a model to imitate in our own writing. If he 
succeeds, I shall at once admit defeat, and he will be my mighty Apollo. For I con- 
fess that all my efforts over a long period have resulted in no such discovery. In- 
deed, I may add that I write nothing here that is not the fruit of lengthy reflection; 
and although I have been educated from boyhood in the accepted beliefs con- 
cerning Scripture, I have felt bound in the end to embrace the views I here 
express. But there is no point in taking up the reader’s time on this subject, pre- 
senting him with a hopeless task: it has been necessary to confront this issue in or- 
der to make my position clearer, and so I now pass on to the remaining topics 
which I undertook to discuss, concerning the fate that befell these books. 

In addition to our previous remarks, we have to observe that these books were 
not so preserved by posterity as not to suffer the intrusion of some errors. The 
scribes of old have noted several doubtful readings and also a number of mutilated 
passages, but not all that there are. I shall not at this point discuss the question as 
to whether the errors are of such a kind as to cause serious difficulty to the reader. 
In my opinion, however, they are of minor importance, at any rate to those who 
have an enlightened approach to Scripture. This much I can say with certainty, 
that in the matter of moral doctrine I have never observed a fault of variant read- 
ing that could give rise to obscurity or doubt in such teaching. But there are many 
who deny the possibility of any fault having occurred even in the other texts; they 
maintain that God by some singular act of providence has preserved all the Sa- 
cred Books uncorrupted. They say that the variant readings signal mysteries most 
profound; they contend that the same is true of the twenty-eight cases of asterisks 
in mid-paragraph, and that great secrets lurk even in the markings above the let- 
ters. I do not know whether these views proceed from folly and a feeble-minded 
devoutness or from arrogance and malice, to the end that they alone may be cred- 
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ited with possessing the secrets of God. This much I do know, that I have found 
in their writings nothing that smacks of divine secrets, but mere childishness. I 
have also read, and am acquainted with, a number of Cabbalistic! triflers whose 
madness passes the bounds of my understanding. 

That some errors have crept in, as we have said, will not be denied, I believe, 
by anyone of sound judgment who reads the passages concerning Saul (which I 
have already quoted from | Sam. ch. 13 v. 1) and also 2 Sam. ch. 6 v. 2, “And 
David arose and went with all the people that were with him from Judah to bring 
up from there the ark of God.” Nobody can fail to see that the place to which they 
went to bring up from there the ark of God, namely, Kirjath Jeharim,* has been 
omitted. Nor again can we deny that 2 Sam. ch. 13 v. 37 has been corrupted and 
mutilated: “And Absalom fled and went to Talmai, the son of Ammihud, king of 
Geshur, and he mourned for his son every day, and Absalom fled and went to 
Geshur, and was there three years.”** There are other instances of this kind which 
I know IJ have previously noted, but cannot at present recall. 

That the marginal notes which are found in many places in the Hebrew 
Codices were doubtful readings, nobody again can doubt who notices that most 
of these have originated from the remarkable similarity between Hebrew letters; 
the similarity between > kaf, and 3 bet, ? yad and 1 vav, 3 dalet and ^ resh and so 
on. For example, in 2 Sam. ch. 5 v. 24, we have qynwa ‘in the (time) in which thou 
hearest, and in the margin qynw> ‘when thou hearest.’ And in Judges ch. 21 v. 22 
‘when their fathers or brothers come to us 27? in multitude’ (that is, “often’), in 
the margin is written 279 ‘to complain,’ 

In the same way, many other variant readings have also arisen from the use of 
letters called mutes, which for the most part are not pronounced, and are used in- 
discriminately one in place of another. For example, in Leviticus chapter 25 verse 
30 we have ‘and the house will be established which is in the city without a wall’ — 
mam x» WR, but in the margin is written man 1 wr, ‘which is in the walled city.’ 

Although this is self-evident, I should like to reply to the arguments of certain 
Pharisees whereby they try to convince us that the marginal notes were inserted 
by the writers of the Sacred Books themselves with the purpose of signifying some 
mystery. The first of these arguments, to which I attach little weight, derives from 
the practice of reading the Scriptures aloud. If, they say, these notes are added be- 
cause of a difference of reading on which later generations could not decide, why 
has the custom prevailed that the marginal readings should everywhere be given 
preference? Why, they ask, has the preferred reading been written in the margin? 
They could on the contrary have written the text itself as they wished it to be read, 
and they should not have relegated to the margin the meaning and reading of 
which they most approved. 


[Spinoza alludes here to the Jewish mystical tradition, commonly known as Qabbalah. One of 
Spinoza’s own teachers, Menasseh ben Israel, was a keen Qabbalist. Indeed, Qabbalah was widely 
disseminated among Spanish Jewish scholars after the Expulsion. ] 
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The second argument, which has some plausibility, derives from the nature of 
the case, namely, that errors find their way into a text by chance, not by design; 
and that which is the effect of chance occurs at random. Now in the Pentateuch 
the word mya ‘girl’, is always, with one exception, incorrectly written without the 
n hg, contrary to grammatical rule, whereas in the margin it is correctly written 
according to the universal grammatical rule. Could this, too, have come about 
through a scribe’s copying error? How could it have happened that the pen always 
slipped up when this word occurred? Then again, they could easily have supplied 
what was missing and made the correction with good conscience, according to 
the rules of grammar. Therefore, since these readings are not due to chance and 
such obvious faults have remained uncorrected, the argument runs that they were 
the deliberate work of the original writers, so as to signify something. 

However, these arguments are easily answered. The argument from the devel- 
opment of their usage in reading aloud the Scriptures carries no weight with me. 
Superstition may have played some part, and perhaps the custom developed be- 
cause they considered both versions equally good or feasible, and so decided that 
the one should be written and the other read so that neither should be rejected. 
That is to say, in so important a matter they feared to make a final decision lest 
they should mistakenly prefer the false to the true. So they resolved to show no 
preference for the one above the other, as must certainly have been the case if 
they had ordered only the one to be written and read, especially so when the mar- 
ginal notes are not written in the Sacred Books. Or perhaps this came about 
through their deciding that certain things, although correctly written down, 
should nevertheless be read in the way indicated by a marginal note. Thus came 
the general rule that the Bible should be read according to the marginal notes. 

I shall now discuss the motive that induced the scribes to mark certain words 
to be read expressly from the margin. For notall marginal notes are doubtful read- 
ings; they also occur in the case of expressions that had passed out of common us- 
age, namely, obsolete words, and terms that the approved manners of the time did 
not permit to be read aloud in a public assembly. Writers of old, in their simple 
way, called things plainly by their names with no courtly circumlocution. Later 
on, when vice and intemperance were rife, words which in the mouths of the an- 
cients were free from obscenity began to be regarded as obscene. There was no 
need to alter Scripture on this account, but in concession to the weak-minded- 
ness of the common people they introduced the custom in public readings of sub- 
stituting more acceptable words for sexual intercourse and excrement, as are 
marked in the marginal notes. 

Finally, whatever the reason for the development of the practice of reading and 
interpreting Scripture according to the marginal version, it was certainly not that 
a true interpretation must thus result. For apart from the fact that the Rabbis them- 
selves in the Talmud are often at variance with the Massoretes,” and possessed 
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other readings which they regarded as correct—as I shall show in due course— 
there are also some marginal notes which seem less in accord with Hebrew lin- 
guistic usage. For example, in 2 Samuel ch. 14 v. 22 we read “in that the king hath 
fulfilled the request of his servant,” a quite regular construction, and in agreement 
with that of verse 15 of the same chapter. But the margin has tay ‘of thy servant, 
which does not agree with the person of the verb. So, too, in the last verse of chap- 
ter 16 of the same book, we read ‘as when one enquires (»xw”) of the word of God, 
while in the margin the word wx (someone) is added as the subject of the verb. 
This appears to have been done in error, for it is the common practice of the He- 
brew language to express the impersonal of a verb by the third person singular ac- 
tive, as grammarians well know. And there are several marginal notes of this kind 
which cannot be given preference over the written version. 

As for the second argument of the Pharisees, this is also easily met by my ear- 
lier statement, namely, that besides doubtful readings the scribes also marked 
obsolete words. For there is no doubt that in the Hebrew language, as in other lan- 
guages, many words were rendered obsolete and antiquated by later usage; and 
these were found in the Bible by the latest generation of scribes, who, as we have 
said, marked them all as having to be read in public according to contemporary 
usage. It is for this reason that the word Wine ar is always found marked, because 
in antiquity it was of common gender, and meant the same as the Latin word ‘ju- 
venis’ (a young person). So, too, the capital city of the Hebrews used to be called 
in ancient times Jerusalem, not Jerusalaim. I take a similar view regarding the pro- 
noun XW meaning ‘he’ or ‘she’, that is, that the later scribes changed the 1vav into 
” yad (a frequent change in Hebrew) when they intended to signify the feminine 
gender, whereas the ancients used to distinguish the feminine from the mascu- 
line only by a change of vowel. So, too, the irregular forms of certain verbs in ear- 
lier times differed from those of later times. Finally, the ancient writers made use 
of the paragogic? letters Pnawn with an elegance peculiar to their time. All this I 
could illustrate with many more examples, were I not afraid of wearying the 
reader. 

If I am asked what are my grounds for classifying words as obsolete, I reply that 
I do so because I often find them in the most ancient writers— that is, the Bible— 
and yet later writers ceased to use them; and in the case of other languages this is 
the only justification for classifying words as obsolete, even though they are also 
dead languages. But perhaps I shall be further pressed with the question why, 
since I have maintained that most of these marginal notes are doubtful readings, 
there are never more than two readings of a single passage. Why are there not 
sometimes three or more? Then again, some passages in Scripture, corrected in 
a marginal note, are so obviously contrary to grammar that we cannot believe that 
the scribes could have had any hesitation in deciding which was correct. 

But here again there is no difficulty in answering. In reply to the first point, I say 
that there were in fact more readings than we now find marked in the codices. The 
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‘Talmud notes several that were passed over by the Massoretes, differing so markedly 
from their version in many passages that the superstitious editor of the Bomberg 
Bible* was finally forced to admit in his preface that he could not reconcile them. 
“Here we can make no reply,” he said, “except what we have stated above, namely, 
that the Talmudic practice is in contradiction with the Massoretes.” So we do not 
have sufficient grounds for maintaining that there never were more than two read- 
ings of a single passage. Nevertheless, I do readily grant— indeed, I positively be- 
lieve—that no more than two readings of a single passage have ever been found, 
and this for two reasons. First, what we have shown to be the cause of the differ- 
ence in these readings can admit of no more than two readings. We have shown 
that the chief source of ambiguity was the similarity of certain letters, and there- 
fore this ambiguity nearly always resolved itself into the question as to which of two 
letters should be accepted, 2 bet or 3 kaf, * yad or 1 vav, = dalet or 3 resh and so on. 
These letters are of frequent occurrence, and thus it could often come about that 
either letter yielded a reasonable meaning. Again, it might be a question of whether 
a syllable was long or short, its quantity depending on the letters called mutes. 
There is the further point that not all marginal notes are doubtful readings: we have 
mentioned that many were inserted for the sake of decency, and others to explain 
obsolete and antiquated words. The second reason that convinces me that not 
more than two readings of a single passage are found is this, that I believe that the 
scribes found very few original manuscripts, perhaps not more than two or three. 
In the Treatise of the Scribes,’ amaw chapter 6, there is mention of only three, 
which they allege were made by Ezra himself. Be that as it may, if they possessed 
three manuscripts we can naturally suppose that two would always be in agreement 
in any one passage. Indeed, it would have been quite extraordinary if in the case 
of three manuscripts each gave a different reading of one and the same text. 

How it came about that after the time of Ezra there existed so few manuscripts 
will surprise no one who has read either the first book of the Maccabees, chapter 
l, or Josephus’ Antiquities, Book 12, chapter 5. Indeed, it seems miraculous that 
they could have saved these few after such a fierce and lengthy persecution. No- 
body, I imagine, can doubt this if he has read the history of these times with any 
attention. Thus we can see why nowhere do we find more than two doubtful read- 
ings. Therefore this cannot possibly lead to the conclusion that the marked passages 
in the Bible were deliberately written incorrectly so as to signify some mysteries. 

As to the second argument, that certain passages are so incorrectly written that 
there could be no shadow of doubt that they violated the grammatical rules of all 
times, and that therefore they should have been unhesitatingly corrected and not 
merely accompanied by a marginal note, I attach little weight to this. I am not 
bound to know what religious scruple induced the scribes to refrain from so do- 
ing. Perhaps they were prompted by a sincere wish to transmit the Bible to pos- 
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terity in the exact condition in which they had found it in the few original man- 
uscripts, while noting in the margin the discrepancies in the manuscripts, not as 
doubtful readings, but as variant readings. The only reason for my calling them 
doubtful readings is that in fact I find them nearly all to be of such a kind that I 
cannot determine which should be preferred to the other. 

Finally, apart from these doubtful readings, the scribes have noted a number 
of cases of mutilated texts by leaving a space in mid-paragraph. The Massoretes 
have counted them, enumerating twenty-eight cases where a space is left in mid- 
paragraph. Whether they believe that some mystery also lurks in this number I do 
not know, but the Pharisees religiously preserve a fixed area of empty space. To 
take one example, in Genesis chapter 4 v. 8 we read, “And Cain said to his brother 
...and it came to pass while they were in the field that Cain. . . .” A space is left 
where we might have expected to learn what Cain said to his brother. There are 
twenty-eight such spaces left by the scribes, apart from passages we have already 
noted. Yet many of these passages would not be recognised as mutilated, were it 
not for the space. But I have said enough on this subject. 


CHAPTER 10 


An examination of the remaining books of the Old Testament 
by the same method as was used with the previous books 


I now pass on to the remaining books of the Old Testament. Of the two books of 
Chronicles I have nothing particular or important to remark, except that they 
were written some considerable time after Ezra, and perhaps after the restoration 
of the temple by Judas Maccabee.* For in chapter 9 of the first book the historian 
tells us ‘what families first of all (that is, in the time of Ezra) dwelt in Jerusalem, 
and then in verse 17 he gives the names of the porters, two of whom are also men- 
tioned in Nehemiah ch. 11 v. 19. This shows that these books were written some 
considerable time after the rebuilding of the city. As to the authorship of these 
books, their authority, usefulness and doctrine, I can say nothing. Indeed, I find 
it quite astonishing that they were accepted among the Sacred Books by those who 
excluded from the canon the book of Wisdom, the book of Tobit, and other books 
that are called apocryphal. But it is not my purpose to disparage the authority of 
the Chronicles; since they have been given universal acceptance, I also leave 
them, for what they are. 

The Psalms were also gathered together and divided into five books in the time 
of the second temple; for on the evidence of Philo Judaeus! Psalm 88 was pub- 
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lished while king Jehoiachin was still a prisoner in Babylon, and Psalm 89 when 
Jehoiachin obtained his freedom. I do not believe that Philo would ever have 
made this statement unless either it was the accepted belief of his time or he had 
learned it from trustworthy sources. 

The Proverbs of Solomon, I believe, were also collected at that time, or at least 
in the time of king Josiah, for in chapter 25 v. 1 we read, “These are also the 
Proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah, copied out.” At 
this point I cannot refrain from remarking on the audacity of the Rabbis who 
wanted this book, and also Ecclesiastes, to be excluded from the canon and to be 
kept with the others that are now missing. This they would actually have done had 
they not found some passages where the Law of Moses is commended. It is in- 
deed a matter of deep regret that decisions of high and sacred import rested with 
these men. However, I am obliged to them for allowing these books, too, to come 
down to us, though I cannot help doubting their good faith in transmitting them, 
a matter which I shall not here subject to keen scrutiny. 

I pass on, then, to the books of the Prophets. On turning my attention to these, 
I find that the prophecies they contain were gathered from other books, and were 
not always set down in these books in the same order in which they were spoken 
or written by the prophets themselves; nor again are they all contained there, but 
only those that the compilers could find in various sources. Hence these books 
are only fragmentary writings of the prophets. For Isaiah began to prophesy in the 
reign of Uzziah, as the writer himself testifies in the first verse. Now Isaiah not 
only prophesied at that time but also wrote a full account of Uzziah’s acts (see 2 
Chron. ch. 26 v. 22), a book that is now lost. We have shown that what we do pos- 
sess is taken from the chronicles of the kings of Judah and Israel. Furthermore, 
the Rabbis maintain that Isaiah also prophesied in the reign of Manasseh, by 
whom he was finally put to death; and although this may be a myth, it does ap- 
pear that they believed that not all of Isaiah’s prophecies are extant. 

The prophecies of Jeremiah, which are narrated in the manner of history, were 
selected and compiled from various chronicles. For not only are they gathered to- 
gether in a confused mass with no regard to chronological order but, furthermore, 
there are different versions of the same story. In chapter 2] the writer gives as the 
reason for Jeremiah’s arrest that, on being consulted by Zedekiah, he prophesied 
the destruction of the city; then, interrupting his narrative, in chapter 22 he passes 
on to Jeremiah’s outcry against Jehoiachin, who reigned before Zedekiah, pre- 
dicting the king’s captivity. Then in chapter 25 the writer describes the prophet’s 
revelations prior to these events, in the fourth year of Jehoiachin’s reign. Then he 
moves on to the events of the first year of this king’s reign, continuing to pile up 
prophecies with no regard of chronological order, until in chapter 38 he resumes 


a Philo Judaeus again and mentions his work, The Book of Times. The philosopher Philo of Alexan- 
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Annuus of Viterbo. Most probably, suggests Wirszubski, Spinoza found this reference ın the Renais- 
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what he began to relate in chapter 21, as if the intervening fifteen chapters were 
a parenthesis. For the connecting words at the beginning of chapter 38 relate to 
verses 8, 9 and 10 of chapter 21. He then describes Jeremiah’s final arrest in very 
different terms, and assigns a reason for his long stay in prison which is very dif- 
ferent from that related in chapter 37. Thus one may clearly see that all these nar- 
ratives were taken from different historians, and the incoherence can have no 
other explanation. 

The prophecies contained in the remaining chapters of the book, where 
Jeremiah speaks in the first person, seem to have been copied from a volume 
that Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation; for, as chapter 36 v. 2 makes clear, this 
contained only what was revealed to the prophet from the time of Josiah to the 
fourth year of Jehoiachin, the point at which this book begins. The narrative 
from chapter 45 v. 2 to chapter 51 v. 59 also seems to have been copied from the 
same volume. 

The book of Ezekiel, too, is only a fragment, as is clearly indicated by the early 
verses. Who can fail to see that the transitional words with which the book begins 
relate to things previously said, making a connection between those things and 
things yet to come? But it is not only the transition, it is the entire structure of the 
work that presupposes other writings. That the book begins with the thirtieth year 
shows that the prophet is continuing a narrative, not beginning one; and this is 
noted by the writer himself in a parenthesis in verse 3, “And the word of the Lord 
came often unto Ezekiel, the son of Buzi, a priest in the land of the 
Chaldeans ... ,” as if to say that the words of Ezekiel which he had thus far writ 
ten related to other revelations that had come to him before his thirtieth year. 
Then again, Josephus in his Antiquities, Book 10, chapter 7 tells us that Ezekiel 
foretold that Zedekiah would not see Babylon; but this is not told us in the book 
of Ezekiel now extant, which on the contrary tells us in chapter 17 that he would 
be taken to Babylon as captive. * 

With regard to Hosea, we cannot say with certainty that he wrote more than is 
contained in the book of his name. Yet I am surprised that we do not possess more 
writings of one who, on the testimony of the author, prophesied for eighty-four years. 
This much we know as a general fact, that the writers of these books did not collect 
the prophecies of all who prophesied, nor all the prophecies of those prophets 
whom we do possess. Of the prophets who prophesied in the reign of Manasseh, of 
whom general mention is made in 2 Chron. ch. 33 v. 10, 18, 19, we possess no 
prophecies whatsoever, nor do we possess all the prophecies of our twelve prophets. 
In the case of Jonah, only the prophecies concerning the Ninevites are available, 
although he also prophesied to the Israelites, for which see 2 Kings ch. 14 v. 25. 

With regard to the book of Job, and Job himself, there has been considerable 
controversy among writers. Some think that Moses wrote the book, and that the 
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whole story is nothing but a parable. This is the view of certain Rabbis in the Tal- 
mud, and is also favoured by Maimonides in his ‘More Nebuchim.’ Others have 
believed that the story is true, of whom some have thought that Job lived in the 
time of Jacob and married his daughter Dinah. But ibn Ezra, as I have previously 
said, asserts in his commentary on this book that it was translated into Hebrew 
from another language. I wish he could have demonstrated this more convinc- 
ingly, for we might therefrom conclude that the Gentiles, too, possessed sacred 
books. I therefore leave the question unresolved, but I would surmise that Job was 
a Gentile, a man of great steadfastness who experienced first of all prosperity, then 
calamity, and finally the utmost good fortune; for he is so named among others 
by Ezekiel chapter 14 v. 14. I believe that the vicissitudes of Job and his stead- 
fastness gave occasion for much discussion concerning God’s providence, or at 
least induced the author of this book to compose his dialogue. The contents of 
the book, and likewise its style, seem not to be the work of a man wretchedly ill, 
lying amid ashes, but of one meditating at ease in a library. I am also inclined to 
agree with ibn Ezra that this book is a translation from another language, for its 
poetic style seems to be characteristic of the Gentiles. The Father of the gods twice 
summons a council; Momus,’ who is here called Satan, criticises God’s words 
with the utmost freedom and so on. But these are mere conjectures, and not firmly 
founded. 

I pass on to the book of Daniel. From chapter 8 on it undoubtedly contains the 
writings of Daniel himself, but I do not know whence the first seven chapters were 
derived. Since they were written in Chaldaic except for the first chapter, we may 
surmise that they were taken from the chronicles of the Chaldeans. If this could 
be clearly established, it would afford striking evidence to prove that Scripture is 
sacred only insofar as we understand through it the matters therein signified, and 
not insofar as we understand merely the words or the language and sentences 
whereby these matters are conveyed. It would further prove that books that teach 
and tell of the highest things are equally sacred, in whatever language and by what- 
ever nation they were written. This much, at least, we can remark, that these chap- 
ters were written in Chaldaic, and are nevertheless as sacred as the rest of the Bible. 

To this book of Daniel the first book of Ezra is so linked that it is easily recog- 
nised to be the work of the same author, who continues the history of the Jews from 
their first captivity on. And I have no doubt that the book of Esther is linked with 
this book, for the connective words with which it begins can refer to no other book. 
It cannot be believed that this is the same book as that which Mordecai wrote, for 
in chapter 9 v. 20, 21, 22 somebody else tells of Mordecai that he wrote letters, giv- 
ing their contents; and again in verse 31 of the same chapter he says that Queen 
Esther established by edict the arrangements pertaining to the feast of Lots (Purim), 
and that this was written in the book—that is, as the Hebrew idiom indicates, in a 


> [In ancient Greek literature and mythology Momus was a fault-finding personification (Hesiod, 
Theogony, 214) Spinoza’s identification of Momus with the biblical Satan suggests that the Bible, 
too, is a literary document analogous to Greek myths and that we should regard and study the for- 
mer as we do the latter | 


493 


494  Theological-Political Treatise 


book well known at the time of writing. This book has perished along with the oth- 
ers, as ibn Ezra admits and must be universally admitted. Finally, for the rest of the 
acts of Mordecai the historian refers us to the chronicles of the kings of Persia. 
Therefore there can be no doubt that this book was also written by the same histo- 
rian who related the history of Daniel and Ezra; and so, too, was the book of Ne- 
hemiah,* for it is called the second book of Ezra. We can affirm, then, that these 
four books—the books of Daniel, Ezra, Esther and Nehemiah—were written by 
one and the same historian. As to the identity of the writer, I cannot even hazard a 
guess. But to help us to understand from what sources the historian, whoever he 
was, may have acquired his knowledge of these histories, perhaps simply transcrib- 
ing the greatest part of them, it should be observed that the governors or rulers of 
the Jews in the time of the second temple, like the kings in the time of the first tem- 
ple, kept a succession of scribes or chroniclers who wrote their annals or chroni- 
cles. For the chronicles or annals of the kings are quoted in numerous places in the 
books of Kings, while those of the rulers and priests of the second temple are first 
quoted in Nehemiah chapter 12 v. 23, and then again in 1 Maccabees chapter 16 
v. 24. This is undoubtedly the book (see Esther ch. 9 v. 31) of which we have just 
spoken, containing the decree of Esther and the acts of Mordecai, a book which 
we said, with ibn Ezra, is no longer extant. From this book, then, were derived or 
copied all the contents of the four books in question, for no other book is quoted 
by their author, nor do we know of any other book of acknowledged authority. 
That these books were not written by Ezra or Nehemiah is obvious from Ne- 
hemiah chapter 12 v. 10, 11, where the genealogy of the high priests is traced from 
Jeshua to Jaddua, the sixth high priest, a man who met Alexander the Great at a 
time when the Persian Empire was almost completely subjugated (see Josephus’ 
Antiquities, Book 11, chapter 8), or who, according to Philo Judaeus in his book 
of Times, was the sixth and last high priest under the Persians. Indeed, in verse 22 
of this same chapter of Nehemiah, this is made quite clear. “The Levites,” says the 
historian, “in the days of Eliashab, Joiada, Johanan and Jaddua were recorded 
above** the reign of Darius the Persian,” that is, in the chronicles. Now I cannot 
imagine that anyone would believe that Ezra*** or Nehemiah lived long enough 
to survive fourteen Persian kings. For Cyrus was the first to grant the Jews per- 
mission to rebuild their temple, and from this time to Darius, the fourteenth and 
last Persian king, is a period of more than 200 years. Therefore I have no doubt 
that these books were written some time after Judas Maccabee restored the wor- 
ship in the temple; and this is supported by the fact that at that time the spurious 
books of Daniel, Ezra and Esther were published by certain ill-disposed persons 
who were no doubt of the sect of the Sadducees,* for the Pharisees never accepted 


* See Supplementary Note 23. 
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these books, to the best of my knowledge. And although we find in the so-called 
fourth book of Ezra certain stories that also appear in the Talmud, these books 
should not on that account be attributed to the Pharisees; for, except for the most 
ignorant, they are all of them convinced that these stories were added by some tri- 
fler. In fact, I believe that this was the work of some people whose object was to 
bring universal ridicule on the traditions of the Pharisees. 

Perhaps the reason why these four books were written and published at that 
particular time was to demonstrate to the people that Daniel’s prophecies were 
fulfilled, thereby strengthening their devotion to religion and giving them, in the 
midst of such grievous misfortunes, some hope of better things and salvation to 
come. However, although these books belong to a period so much later and more 
recent, many errors have crept in as a result, I imagine, of the hastiness of the writ- 
ers. Marginal notes, which I discussed in the preceding chapter, are to be found 
in these books as in the others, but in greater number, and there are in addition 
some passages which can have no other explanation, as I shall proceed to show. 
But let me first observe with regard to the marginal readings in these books, that 
if we take the Pharisees’ view that these notes go back as far as the writers of these 
books, then we shall have to say that the writers—if there were more than one— 
must have marked these marginal notes because they found that the chronicles 
which were their sources had been incorrectly written, and although there were 
some glaring faults, they did not venture to correct the writings of their predeces- 
sors of long ago. There is no need for me to enlarge once again on this subject; 
and I shall therefore move on to point out such errors as are not indicated in the 
margin. 

In the first place, there is no way of knowing how many faults have found their 
way into chapter 2 of Ezra. Verse 64 gives the sum total of all the items separately 
enumerated in the chapter as 42,360, yet the addition of the items there enumer- 
ated gives the figure of 29,818. Thus there must be a mistake either in the sum to- 
tal or in the separate items. Now the total is probably to be regarded as correct, 
because everyone would doubtless have remembered it as a noteworthy thing, 
whereas this does not apply to the separate items. If an error had occurred in the 
sum total, everyone would have noticed it, and it would easily have been cor- 
rected. This view is plainly confirmed by chapter 7 of Nehemiah, where this chap- 
ter of Ezra (called the register of genealogy) was copied, as is expressly stated in 
verse 5 of the same chapter of Nehemiah. The sum total here given agrees exactly 
with that given in the book of Ezra, whereas the items are very different, some be- 
ing greater and some less than in Ezra, and totalling 31,089. Therefore there can 
be no doubt that, both in Ezra and Nehemiah, it is only in the separate items that 
errors have occurred. 

The commentators who attempt to reconcile these obvious discrepancies exer- 
cise each one his imagination according to his ingenuity, and while paying hom- 
age to every letter and word of Scripture, they merely succeed, as I have previously 
indicated, in exposing to contempt the writers of the Bible, as if these did not know 
how to speak or to arrange what they had to say. Indeed, they do no more than ob- 
scure the plain meaning of Scripture. If it were legitimate to extend their mode of 
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interpretation to the whole of Scripture, there would not be a sentence whose true 
meaning could not be called into doubt. But I shall waste no more time on this 
subject, for I am convinced that if an historian were to allow himself the same lib- 
erties that the commentators in their religious fervour grant to the writers of the 
Bible, he would be laughed to scorn by those very commentators. And if they re- 
gard as blasphemous anyone who asserts that Scripture is in some places faulty, by 
what name, pray, shall I call those who read into Scripture whatever takes their 
fancy, who expose the sacred historians as stammering in utter confusion, who re- 
ject the plainest and most evident meaning of Scripture? What can be clearer in 
Scripture than that Ezra with his companions, in the register of genealogy written 
in chapter 2 of the book called by his name, has given the itemised total ofall those 
who set out for Jerusalem? For he included in that total not only those who could 
give account of their lineage but also those who could not do so. What can be 
clearer than that Nehemiah (ch. 7 v. 5) simply copied down this register? Those 
who offer another explanation are just denying the true meaning of Scripture, and 
consequently Scripture itself. They think it a mark of piety to alter some passages 
of Scripture to harmonise with others—an absurd piety, in that they adapt clear 
passages to suit the obscure, the correct to suit the faulty, and they contaminate 
what is sound with what is corrupt. Yet far be it from me to accuse of blasphemy 
those who have no malicious intent, for to err is human. 

But I return to my theme. Besides the undoubted arithmetical errors in the reg- 
ister of genealogy both in Ezra and in Nehemiah, several others are to be re- 
marked in family names, and many more in the genealogies, in the histories, and 
even in the prophecies, I fear. The prophecy of Jeremiah, chapter 22, concerning 
Jeconiah seems in no way to agree with his history (see the end of 2 Kings, and 
Jeremiah, and | Chron. ch. 3 v. 17, 18, 19), and especially the words of the last 
verse of that chapter. Nor again do I see how he could have said, “Thou shalt die 
in peace” of Zedekiah, whose eyes were put out after his sons were slain before 
him (Jer. ch. 34 v. 5). If prophecies are to be interpreted by the event, these names 
should be interchanged, Jeconiah for Zedekiah and Zedekiah for Jeconiah. But 
this would be too paradoxical a proceeding, and so I prefer to leave this as an in- 
soluble problem, especially since any mistake here must be attributed to the his- 
torian, and not to a fault in the original manuscripts. 

As for the other difficulties I have mentioned, I do not intend to deal with them 
here as I would only weary the reader, and in any case they have already been no- 
ticed by others. Faced with the glaring contradictions which he saw in the ge- 
nealogies I have spoken of, R. Shlomo” was driven to give vent to these words (see 
his commentaries on 1 Chron. ch. 8): “The fact that Ezra (whom he takes to be 
the author of Chronicles) differs from Genesis in the names he gives to the sons 
of Benjamin and in the genealogy he establishes, and that again he differs from 
Joshua in his references to most of the cities of the Levites, is due to differences 
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that he found in the original manuscripts.” A little further on he says: “The ge- 
nealogy of Gibeon and others is set down twice in different ways because in the 
case of each genealogy Ezra found several registers giving different versions. In 
copying these he followed the version of the majority of manuscripts; but when 
there were an equal number of differing genealogies, he gave both versions.” Thus 
he unquestionably admits that these books were compiled from original manu- 
scripts of doubtful accuracy and certainty. Indeed, the commentators themselves, 
in their attempts to reconcile various passages, frequently do nothing more than 
indicate the causes of errors. Finally, no one of sound judgment, I imagine, can 
believe that the sacred historians deliberately wrote in such a way as to present the 
appearance of contradicting one another over and over again. 

Perhaps someone will object that in this way I am plainly subverting Scripture, 
for according to this argument all may suspect it of being faulty at all points. But 
on the contrary, I have shown that by my approach to the problem I am doing a 
service to Scripture by preventing its clear and uncontaminated passages from be- 
ing made to fit with faulty passages, and thus being corrupted. Nor does the cor- 
rupt state of certain passages give grounds for bringing them all under suspicion. 
No book is ever free from faults; has anyone ever suspected books of being faulty 
through and through on that account? Surely no one would think so, especially 
if a book is clearly expressed and the author’s meaning unmistakable. 

Having now completed my task of enquiring into the books of the Old Testa- 
ment, I find no difficulty in concluding that no canon of the Sacred Books existed 
before the Maccabees,* that those books which we now possess were chosen from 
many others by the Pharisees of the second temple—who were also responsible 
for the set form of prayers—and that these books were accepted solely on their au- 
thority. Therefore those who propose to prove the authority of Holy Scripture are 
required to prove the authority of each separate book. Proving the divine origin 
of one book does not sufficiently prove the divine origin of all; otherwise one 
would have to maintain that the council of Pharisees was infallible in making its 
selection, which is impossible to demonstrate. Now the evidence that compels me 
to maintain that the Pharisees alone were responsible for selecting the books of 
the Old Testament and introducing them into the canon is this, that in the last 
chapter of Daniel, verse 2, the resurrection of the dead is foretold, a doctrine de- 
nied by the Sadducees. Secondly, in the Talmud the Pharisees themselves clearly 
confirm my view: in the Treatise of Sabbatus, chapter 2, folio 30, page 2, we read, 
“R. Jehuda, entitled Rabi, has said, “The learned sought to suppress the book of 
Ecclesiastes because its words are at variance with the words of the Law (i.e. the 
book of the Law of Moses). Why did they not suppress it? Because its beginning 
is in accordance with the Law and its ending is in accordance with the Law.” And 
a little further on, “They also sought to suppress the book of Proverbs.” And fi- 
nally, in the same treatise, chapter 1, folio 13, page 2, “Verily, name that man for 
good, he who was called Nehunya, son of Hezekiah. Had it not been for him, the 
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book of Ezekiel would have been suppressed because its words were at variance 
with the words of the Law. . . .” Here is clear evidence that men learned in the 
Law summoned a council to decide what books should be received as sacred and 
what books should be excluded. Therefore whoever seeks assurance as to the au- 
thority of all the books, let him again call a council and require each book to be 
justified. 

At this point we should proceed to a similar examination of the books of the 
New Testament. But I gather that this has been done by men highly skilled in the 
sciences and particularly in languages, and furthermore my knowledge of Greek 
is insufficient for venturing upon such an undertaking. And finally, we are with- 
out the originals of the books, which were written in Hebrew. For these reasons I 
prefer to leave this task. However, there are certain points particularly relevant to 
my general theme, and to these I shall draw attention in the following chapter. 


CHAPTER I1 


An enquiry as to whether the Apostles wrote their 
Epistles as Apostles and prophets, or as teachers. 
The function of the Apostles is explained 


Nobody who reads the New Testament can doubt that the Apostles were prophets. 
However, prophets did not speak at all times from revelation, but only on rare oc- 
casions, as we showed towards the end of Chapter 1; and so the question may be 
raised as to whether the Apostles wrote their Epistles as prophets, from revelation 
and express mandate like Moses, Jeremiah and others, or as private individuals or 
teachers. This is particularly a matter of some doubt because in | Cor. ch. 14 v. 
6 Paul speaks of two kinds of preaching, one from revelation and the other from 
knowledge, so that the question may properly be raised as to whether the Apostles 
in their Epistles were prophesying or teaching. 

Now if we examine the style of the Epistles, we shall find it to be entirely dif- 
ferent from that of prophecy. It was the constant practice of the prophets to declare 
at all points that they were speaking at God’s command, as in the phrases, “Thus 
saith the Lord, “The Lord of hosts saith) “The commandment of the Lord’ and so 
on. This seems to have been the case not only when they addressed public assem- 
blies but also in their epistles containing revelations, as is clear from that of Elijah 
written to Jehoram (2 Chron. ch. 21 v. 12), which likewise begins “Thus saith the 
Lord’ But in the Epistles of the Apostles we find nothing like this; on the contrary, 
in | Cor. ch. 7 v. 40 Paul speaks according to his own opinion. Indeed, there are 
numerous instances of expressions indicating lack of positive certainty, such as “We 
therefore think’* (Rom. ch. 3 v. 28) and ‘For I think’ (Rom. ch. 8 v. 18) and many 
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others of this kind. There are, furthermore, many expressions far removed from the 
authoritativeness of prophecy, such as ‘But I speak this by way of concession to 
weakness, not of command’ (1 Cor. ch. 7 v. 6), and ‘I give my judgment as one that 
hath obtained the mercy of the Lord to be faithful’ (1 Cor. ch. 7 v. 25), and many 
other instances. We must also remember that when in the aforementioned chap- 
ter the Apostle says that he has or has not the instruction or commandment of God, 
he does not mean an instruction or commandment revealed to him by God, but 
only the teachings of Christ in the Sermon on the Mount. 

Furthermore, if we examine the manner in which the Apostles expound the 
Gospel in their Epistles, we see that this, too, is markedly different from that of 
the prophets. For the Apostles everywhere employ argument, so that they seem to 
be conducting a discussion rather than prophesying. The prophetic writings, on 
the other hand, contain only dogma and decrees, for they represent God as speak- 
ing not like one who reasons, but one who makes decrees issuing from the 
absolute power of his nature. Then again, the authority of a prophet does not per- 
mit of argumentation, for whoever seeks to base his dogmatic assertions on rea- 
son thereby submits them to the arbitrary judgment of the individual. This is just 
what Paul, because he reasons, seems to have done, declaring in 1 Cor. ch. 10 
v. 15, “I speak as to wise men; judge ye what I say.” 

Finally, as we demonstrated in Chapter 1, it was not by virtue of the natural 
light— that is, by the exercise of reason—that the prophets perceived what was re- 
vealed to them. Although the Pentateuch contains some instances where con- 
clusions seem to follow from a process of inference, a closer examination will 
show that these can in no way be regarded as instances of conclusive argumenta- 
tion. For example, when Moses said to the Israelites in Deut. ch. 31 v. 27, “If, 
while I am yet alive with you, ye have been rebellious against the Lord, how much 
more so after my death,” this must not be taken as meaning that Moses intends to 
prove by rational argument that the Israelites will necessarily turn away from the 
true worship of God after his death. The argument would have been false, as can 
be shown from Scripture itself; for the Israelites continued faithful during the life- 
time of Joshua and the elders, and again later on during the lifetime of Samuel, 
David, Solomon and others. Therefore these words of Moses are merely a moral 
exhortation where, in a rhetorical expression, he predicts the future backsliding 
of the people as his lively imagination enabled him to picture it. The view that 
Moses, in seeking to make his prediction credible to the people, spoke not as a 
prophet from revelation but on his own initiative, I reject for the following rea- 
son: in verse 21 of the same chapter we are told that God revealed this very thing 
to Moses in different words. Now surely Moses stood in no need of plausible rea- 
soning in order to give him greater assurance of God’s prediction and decree, but 
it was necessary that it should be vividly impressed on his imagination, as we 
showed in Chapter 1. This could be most effectively achieved by his imagining 
the people’s present obstinacy, which he had often experienced, as extending into 
the future. 

All the arguments employed by Moses in the Pentateuch are to be understood 
in this same way. They are not derived from textbooks of logic, but are merely fig- 
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ures of speech whereby he expressed God’s decrees more effectively and imag- 
ined them in lively fashion. I do not absolutely deny that the prophets may have 
argued from the basis of revelation, but this much I will assert, that the more use 
the prophets make of logical reasoning, the more closely does their revelatory 
knowledge approach to natural knowledge, and the surest mark of supernatural 
knowledge in the prophets is their proclamation of pure dogma, or decrees, or 
judgment. And thus Moses, the greatest of the prophets, never engaged in logical 
argument, whereas in the case of Paul the lengthy chains of logical argumenta- 
tion such as we find in the Epistle to the Romans were most certainly not written 
from supernatural revelation. 

Therefore the modes of expression and discussion employed by the Apostles in 
the Epistles clearly show that these originated not from revelation and God’s com- 
mand but from their own natural faculty of judgment, and contain nothing but 
brotherly admonitions mingled with courteous expressions (very different, in- 
deed, from prophetic authoritativeness), such as Paul’s apology in Rom. ch. 15 v. 
15, “I have written to you more boldly in some sort, my brethren.” We can also 
reach the same conclusion from the fact that nowhere do we read that the Apos- 
tles were commanded to write, but only to preach whithersoever they went, and 
to confirm their words by signs. Their personal presence and their signs were es- 
sential for the conversion of the Gentiles to religion, and their strengthening 
therein, as Paul himself expressly indicates in Rom. ch. 1 v. 11, “But I long to see 
you,” hesaid, “so that I may impart to you the gift of the Spirit, to the end that you 
may be strengthened.” 

Here it may be objected that the same line of argument could prove that nei- 
ther was it as prophets that the Apostles did their preaching; for in journeying to 
various places to preach they were not acting by the express mandate of God, as 
were the prophets in time gone by. We read in the Old Testament that Jonah went 
to Nineveh to preach, and at the same time that he was expressly sent there, and 
that it was revealed to him what he should there preach. So also it is related of 
Moses in considerable detail that he set out to Egypt as God’s emissary, and at the 
same time he was told what he must say to the people of Israel and to Pharaoh, 
and what wonders he must perform to gain their credence. Isaiah, Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel are expressly ordered to preach to the Israelites. Lastly, the prophets 
preached only what Scripture tells us they had received from God, whereas the 
New Testament very rarely tells us anything like this of the Apostles when they 
travelled about preaching. On the contrary, there are some passages which ex- 
pressly indicate that the Apostles used their own initiative in deciding where to 
preach, as illustrated by the argument, amounting to a quarrel, between Paul and 
Barnabas (Acts ch. 15 v. 37, 38 etc.). And they were often frustrated, too, in their 
proposed journey, as Paul again testifies in Rom. ch. | v. 13, “Oftentimes I pro- 
posed to come to ye, and was prevented,” and in ch. 15 v. 22, “For which cause I 
have been oftentimes hindered from coming to you,” and in the last chapter of | 
Cor. v. 12, “And touching my brother Apollos, I greatly desired him to come unto 
you with the brethren, but his will was not at all to come; but when he shall have 
convenient time. . . .” Therefore, taking into account expressions like these and 
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the disagreements among the Apostles, and also that Scripture does not testify, as 
in the case of the prophets of old, that it was by God’s command that they went 
about to preach, the conclusion should have been that in their preaching, too, the 
Apostles acted as teachers, not as prophets. 

But this difficulty is easily resolved if we consider the difference between the 
Apostles and the prophets of the Old Testament, in respect of their calling. The 
latter were called to preach and prophesy only to certain nations, not to all na- 
tions, and they therefore needed a clear specific mandate for each nation. But the 
Apostles were called to preach to all men without restriction, and to convert all 
men to religion. So wherever they went they were fulfilling Christ’s command. 
Nor did they need, before their mission, a revelation of what they were to preach; 
for they were disciples of Christ, who had told them: “But when they deliver you 
up, take no thought of how or what ye shall speak, for it shall be given you in that 
same hour what ye shall speak” (see Matth. ch. 10 v. 19, 20). We may conclude, 
then, that the Apostles were inspired by special revelation only in what they orally 
preached when confirmed by signs, while that which they taught in writing or 
orally without the attestation of signs was spoken or written from knowledge, that 
is, natural knowledge (see 1 Cor. ch. 14 v. 6). 

There is no problem for us in the fact that all the Epistles begin by setting forth 
the credentials of apostleship, because the Apostles, as I shall go on to show, were 
granted not only the gift of prophecy but also authority to teach. That is why we 
grant that they wrote the Epistles as Apostles, and it was for this reason that each 
began by affirming the credentials of his apostleship. Or perhaps it was with view 
to winning the good will of the reader, and gaining his attention, that they first of 
all testified that they were those who were well known to all the faithful from their 
preaching, and had already shown on clear evidence that they were teaching true 
religion and the way of salvation. For I observe that all the statements made in 
these Epistles regarding the calling of the Apostles and their possessing the Holy 
and Divine Spirit refer to their past preaching, except only for those passages 
where ‘the Spirit of God’ and ‘the Holy Spirit’ are used in the sense of a mind, 
pure, blessed, devoted to God and so on (a point we discussed in our first chap- 
ter). For instance, in 1 Cor. ch. 7 v. 40, Paul says, “But she is happy if she so abide 
after my judgment, and I think that I also have the Spirit of God,” where by the 
Spirit of God he means his very mind, as the context shows. For his meaning is, 
‘I count as blessed a widow who does not remarry, I, who have resolved to live un- 
married, and think myself blessed.’ There are other similar passages, which I need 
not quote here. 

Since, then, we must maintain that the Epistles of the Apostles were dictated 
solely by the natural light, we have now to consider how the Apostles were able, 
from natural knowledge alone, to teach matters that do not fall within its scope. 
But if we attend to what we said in Chapter 7 of this treatise regarding Scriptural 
interpretation, the difficulty will disappear. For although the contents of the Bible 
for the most part surpass our understanding, they may safely be the subject of dis- 
course provided that we admit no principles of interpretation other than those that 
Scripture presents. In the same way the Apostles, on the basis of what they had seen 
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and heard and had acquired by revelation, were able to reach many conclusions 
and make many inferences, and to teach these to men at their own discretion. Fur- 
thermore, although religion as preached by the Apostles—who simply related the 
story of Christ— does not come within the scope of reason, yet its substance, which 
consists essentially in moral teachings as does the whole of Christ’s doctrine,* can 
be readily grasped by everyone by the natural light of reason. 

Finally, the Apostles needed no supernatural light to adapt a religion, which 
they had previously confirmed with signs, to the common understanding of 
mankind so as to be readily and sincerely accepted by everyone; nor yet did they 
need a supernatural light in their task of exhortation. This is the object of the Epis- 
tles, to teach and exhort men in whatever way each Apostle judged would best 
strengthen them in religious faith. And here we should recall a point recently 
mentioned, namely, that the Apostles had received not only the power to preach 
the story of Christ as prophets—that is, confirming it with signs— but also the au- 
thority to teach and exhort in whatever way each should think best. Both these 
gifts are clearly indicated by Paul in 2 Timoth. ch. | v. 11, “Whereunto I am ap- 
pointed a preacher, and an Apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles,” and again in 
1 Timoth. ch. 2 v. 7, “Whereunto I am ordained a preacher and an Apostle (I 
speak the truth in Christ, and lie not), a teacher of the Gentiles in faith (note this) 
and verity.” In these passages, I say, he clearly indicates his credentials both as an 
Apostle and as a teacher, while his authority to exhort whomsoever he would, on 
all occasions, is indicated in Philem. v. 8, thus, “Although I might be much bold 
in Christ to enjoin thee that which is fitting, yet. . . .” Here we should observe that 
if Paul had received from God, in his capacity of prophet, that which it behoved 
him to enjoin on Philemon, and which it was his duty as a prophet to enjoin on 
him, surely it would have been wrong for him to change God’s command into an 
entreaty. Therefore he must be understood as referring to his freedom to exhort, 
which belonged to him as a teacher, not a prophet. 

However, it does not as yet clearly follow that the Apostles were empowered to 
choose the method of teaching which each one judged the best; we have merely 
shown that by virtue of their apostleship they were not only prophets but teach- 
ers. To justify the former assertion we might call on the assistance of reason, which 
clearly tells us that he who has the authority to teach has also the authority to 
choose his own way of teaching. But it would be more satisfactory to demonstrate 
this entirely from Scripture, which makes it perfectly clear that each of the Apos- 
tles chose his own particular way, as shown by these words of Paul, Rom. ch. 15 
v. 20, “striving to preach the Gospel not where Christ was named, lest I should 
build upon another man’s foundation.” Now ifall the Apostles employed the same 
method of teaching and had built the Christian religion on the same foundation, 
Paul could have had no justification in referring to another Apostle’s work as ‘an- 
other man’s foundation, inasmuch as it was the same as his own. But since he 
does so refer to it, we have to conclude that each Apostle built religion on a dif- 
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ferent foundation, and that in their capacity as teachers the Apostles were in just 
the same position as other teachers; they each have their own method, so that they 
always prefer to instruct those who are beginners and have never studied under 
any other master, whether in the case of languages, the sciences, and even math- 
ematics, of whose truth no one can doubt. 

Again, if we study the Epistles themselves with some care, we shall see that, 
while the Apostles were in agreement about religion itself, they differed widely as 
to its foundations. In order to strengthen men in their religious faith and to show 
that salvation depends solely on the grace of God, Paul taught that no one can 
boast by reason of works, but only his faith, and no one can be justified by works 
(see Rom. ch. 3 v. 27, 28), and he goes on to teach the complete doctrine of pre- 
destination. James, on the other hand, in his Epistle teaches that man is justified 
by works, and not by faith alone (ch. 2 v. 24), and his doctrine of religion is con- 
fined within a small compass, leaving out all those discussions we find in Paul. 

Finally, there can be no doubt that these differences between the Apostles in 
the grounding of their religion gave rise to many disputes and schisms to vex the 
Church continually right from the time of the Apostles, and they will assuredly 
continue to vex the Church until the day comes when religion shall be separated 
from philosophic speculation and reduced to the few simple doctrines that Christ 
taught his people. This was impossible for the Apostles, because the Gospel was 
then unknown to mankind; so to avoid offending men’s ears by the novelty of its 
doctrine, they adapted it, as far as possible, to the character of their contempo- 
raries (see | Cor. ch. 9 v. 19, 20 etc.), building on foundations that were most 
familiar and accepted at that time. Thus none of the Apostles did more 
philosophising than Paul, who was called to preach to the Gentiles. The other 
Apostles, preaching to the Jews who despised philosophy, likewise adapted them- 
selves to the character of their listeners (see Galat. ch. 2 v. 11 etc.), and taught a 
religious doctrine free from all philosophic speculation. Happy indeed would be 
our age, if we were to see religion freed again from all superstition. 


CHAPTER 12 


Of the true original of the Divine Law. In what respect 
Scripture is called holy and the Word of God. It is shown 
that Scripture, insofar as it contains the Word of God, 
has come down to us uncorrupted 


Those who look upon the Bible, in its present form, as a message for mankind 
sent down by God from heaven, will doubtless cry out that I have committed the 
sin against the Holy Spirit in maintaining that the Word of God is faulty, muti- 
lated, adulterated and inconsistent, that we possess it only in fragmentary form, 
and that the original of God’s covenant with the Jews has perished. However, I am 
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confident that reflection will at once put an end to their outcry; for not only rea- 
son itself, but the assertions of the prophets and the Apostles clearly proclaim that 
God’s eternal Word and covenant and true religion are divinely inscribed in men’s 
hearts—that is, in men’s minds—and that this is the true handwriting of God 
which he has sealed with his own seal, this seal being the idea of himself, the im- 
age of his own divinity, as it were. 

To the early Jews religion was transmitted in the form of written law because 
at that time they were just like children; but later on Moses (Deut. ch. 30 v. 6) 
and Jeremiah (ch. 31 v. 33) told them of a time to come when God would inscribe 
his law in their hearts. So while it was proper only for the Jews of long ago, and 
especially the Sadducees, to strive in defence of a law written on tablets, this does 
not apply to those who have the law inscribed in their minds. Whoever reflects on 
this will find nothing in what I have said that is at variance with God’s word or 
true religion and faith, or can weaken it; on the contrary, he will realise that I am 
strengthening it, as I have also shown towards the end of Chapter 10. If this were 
not so, I should have resolved to remain completely silent; indeed, to avoid cre- 
ating any difficulties, I should gladly have conceded that in Scripture there lie 
hidden mysteries of the deepest kind. But since this approach has led to gross su- 
perstition and other pernicious ills, of which I have spoken in the preface to Chap- 
ter 7, I feel I must not abandon my task, and all the more so because religion stands 
in no need of the trappings of superstition. On the contrary, its glory is diminished 
when it is embellished with such fancies. 

But it will be said that, although God’s law is inscribed in our hearts, Scripture 
is nevertheless the Word of God, and it is no more permissible to say of Scripture 
that it is mutilated and contaminated than to say this of God’s Word. In reply, I 
have to say that such objectors are carrying their piety too far, and are turning 
religion into superstition; indeed, instead of God’s Word they are beginning to 
worship likenesses and images, that is, paper and ink. This much I do know, I 
have said nothing unworthy of God’s Word, for I have affirmed nothing that I 
have not proved to be true by the plainest of arguments, and therefore I also de- 
clare with certainty that I have said nothing that is impious or that smacks of 
impiety. I do admit that some ungodly men who find religion a burden can as- 
sume from my views a licence to sin and, without any justification and merely 
to gratify their desires, can conclude therefrom that Scripture is at all points 
faulty and contaminated, and therefore has no authority. But such people are 
beyond help; as the old saying goes, nothing can be so accurately stated as to be 
incapable of distortion by misrepresentation. Those who wish to give rein to their 
desires can easily find any reason for so doing. Men were no better in time gone 
by when they had the original writings, the Ark of the Covenant, and indeed the 
prophets and the Apostles in person, nor were they any more obedient. All men, 
Jews and Gentiles alike, have always been the same, and in every age virtue has 
been exceedingly rare. 

However, to remove any remaining doubt, we must now demonstrate in what 
sense the terms ‘sacred’ and ‘divine’ should be applied to Scripture and to any 
inanimate thing, and then we must show what the Word of God really is, that it 
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is not confined within the compass of a set number of books, and, further, that 
Scripture could not have been corrupted insofar as it teaches what is necessary for 
obedience and salvation. From such a demonstration everyone will readily be able 
to see that we have said nothing against the Word of God or given any occasion 
for impiety. 

A thing is called sacred and divine when its purpose is to foster piety and reli- 
gion, and it is sacred only for as long as men use it in a religious way. If men cease 
to be pious, the thing will likewise cease to be sacred; if it is devoted to impious 
uses, then that which before was sacred will become unclean and profane. For ex- 
ample, Jacob called a certain place Beth El (House of God) because there he wor- 
shipped God who was revealed to him. But the prophets called that same place 
‘house of inquity’ (see Amos ch. 5 v. 5 and Hosea ch. 10 v. 5) because the Israelites, 
at the instigation of Jeroboam, were there wont to sacrifice to idols. Another ex- 
ample will make the point quite clear. Words acquire a fixed meaning solely from 
their use; if in accordance with this usage they are so arranged that readers are 
moved to devotion, then these words will be sacred, and likewise the book con- 
taining this arrangement of words. But if these words at a later time fall into dis- 
use so as to become meaningless, or if the book falls into utter neglect, whether 
from malice or because men no longer feel the need of it, then both words and 
book will be without value and without sanctity. Lastly, if these words are arranged 
differently, or if by custom they acquire a meaning contrary to their original mean- 
ing, then both words and book will become impure and profane instead of sacred. 
Thus it follows that nothing is sacred or profane or impure in an absolute sense 
apart from the mind, but only in relation to the mind. This again is made abun- 
dantly clear in many passages of Scripture. To take one case at random, Jeremiah 
says in ch. 7 v. 4 that the Jews of his time were wrong to call Solomon’s temple 
the temple of God; for, as he goes on to say in the same chapter, the temple was 
entitled to God’s name only as long as it was a place of resort for men who wor- 
shipped God and upheld righteousness. If it became a place of resort for mur- 
derers, thieves, idolaters and other scoundrels, then it was better termed a den of 
sinners. 

I find it strange that Scripture tells us nothing of what became of the Ark of the 
Covenant; but there can be no doubt that it perished or was burnt along with the 
temple, in spite of the fact that the Hebrews regarded nothing as more sacred or 
more worthy of reverence. So Scripture likewise is sacred, and its words divine, 
only as long as it moves men to devotion towards God; but if it is utterly disre- 
garded by them, as it was once by the Jews, it is nothing more than paper and ink, 
and their neglect renders it completely profane, leaving it exposed to corruption. 
So if it then suffers corruption or perishes, it is wrong to say that the Word of God 
suffers corruption or perishes, just as in the time of Jeremiah it would have been 
wrong to say that the temple, which at that time was the temple of God, had per- 
ished in flames. Jeremiah makes the same point with regard to the Law, for he re- 
bukes the ungodly of his time with these words: “Wherefore say you that we are 
the learned, and that the Law of God is with us? Surely, it has been composed in 
vain, in vain has the pen of the scribes (been made).” That is to say, although 
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Scripture is in your keeping, you are wrong in saying that you have the Law of 
God, since you have rendered it vain. 

So, too, when Moses broke the first tablets, he certainly did not in his anger 
cast from his hands and shatter the Word of God—this would be inconceivable 
of Moses and of the Word of God— but merely stones which, although previously 
sacred because on them was inscribed the Covenant under which the Jews had 
bound themselves to obey God, were now without any sanctity whatever, the Jews 
having nullified that Covenant by worshipping the calf. And for the same reason 
the second tablets could not avoid destruction along with the Ark. It is therefore 
not surprising that the original of Moses’ writing, too, is no longer extant, and that 
the events we previously described have befallen the books which we do possess, 
seeing that even the true original of God’s Covenant, the most sacred ofall things, 
could have completely perished. 

Let them cease, therefore, to bring the charge of impiety against us, who have 
said nothing contrary to the Word of God, nor corrupted it; let them turn their 
anger, if they have any just cause for anger, against those men of ages past whose 
wickedness desecrated the Ark, the temple, the Law and all things sacred, ex- 
posing them to corruption. Furthermore, if in accordance with the saying of the 
Apostle in 2 Cor. ch. 3 v. 3 they have within themselves the Epistle of God, writ- 
ten not with ink but with the Spirit of God, not on tablets of stone but on the 
fleshly tablets of the heart, let them cease to worship the letter and to show so 
much concern for it. 

I think I have now satisfactorily explained in what sense Scripture should be 
regarded as sacred and divine. We have next to consider what is to be rightly un- 
derstood by the phrase ‘dabar Jehovah’ (the Word of the Lord). ‘Dabar means 
word, speech, command and thing. In Chapter | we have already explained the 
reasons why a thing is said in Hebrew to be of God, and is referred to God, and 
from this we can readily understand what Scripture means by the word, speech, 
command, thing of God. We therefore need not go over all that ground again, 
nor repeat what we said in Chapter 6 in the third section of our exposition con- 
cerning miracles. A reference to the points there made will itself be sufficient to 
afford a better understanding of what I now intend to say: the phrase “Word of 
God, when used in connection with anything other than God himself, properly 
means the Divine Law which we discussed in Chapter 4; that is, religion univer- 
sal to the entire human race, or catholic religion. For this, see Isaiah ch. | v. 10 
etc., where he teaches the true way of life as consisting not in ceremonial obser- 
vance but in charity and sincerity of heart, calling it God’s Law and God’s Word 
without distinction. 

The expression is also used metaphorically for Nature’s order and destiny (be- 
cause in reality this is dependent on and follows from the eternal decree of the di- 
vine nature), and especially for that part of Nature’s order that the prophets had 
foreseen; for the prophets did not envisage future events as the result of natural 
causes, but as God’s will and decrees. Again, this expression is also used for any 
edict of any prophet insofar his perception resulted not from the natural light 
which is common to all, but from his special power or prophetic gift. This use of 
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the expression was natural to the prophets, because in actual fact they were wont 
to perceive God as a lawgiver, as we showed in Chapter 4. There are, then, three 
reasons why Scripture is called the Word of God: because it teaches true religion, 
of which God is the eternal Author; because it relates predictions of the future as 
God’s decrees; and lastly, because the real authors of Scripture taught for the most 
part not from the natural light common to all but from a light peculiar to them- 
selves, and they represented God as making these utterances. And although, be- 
sides these features, Scripture contains a great deal of merely historical narrative 
such as can be apprehended by the natural light, it takes the name “Word of God’ 
from its most important aspect. 

It can thus be readily seen in what sense God is to be understood as the author 
of the Bible: it is not because God willed to confer on men a set number of books, 
but because of the true religion that is taught therein. And this also explains for 
us why the Bible is divided into the Old and New Testaments. Before the coming 
of Christ the prophets used to proclaim religion as the law of their own country 
by virtue of the covenant made in the time of Moses, whereas after the coming of 
Christ the Apostles preached religion to all men as a universal law solely by virtue 
of Christ’s Passion. The books of the New Testament contained no different doc- 
trine, nor were they written as documents of a covenant, nor was the universal 
religion—which is entirely in accord with Nature—anything new, except in re- 
lation to men who knew it not. “He was in the world,” says John the Evangelist, 
ch. 1 v. 10, “and the world knew Him not.” 

Therefore, even if we possessed fewer books of the Old Testament, we should 
not be deprived of the Word of God, whose proper meaning, as we have said, is 
true religion. After all, we do not regard ourselves at present as deprived of the 
Word of God in spite of being without many very important writings, such as the 
book of the Law, which was zealously guarded in the temple as the original of the 
Covenant, and the books of the Wars, the books of the Chronicles, and numer- 
ous others from which our Old Testament books were gathered and compiled. 
And there are many other arguments to confirm this view. 

l. In the case of both Testaments, the books were not written by express 
command at one and the same time for all ages. They were the fortuitous work 
of certain men who wrote according to the requirements of their age and of their 
own particular character, as is clearly shown by the calling of the prophets (who 
were called to admonish the ungodly of their time) and also by the Epistles 
of the Apostles. 

2. To understand Scripture and the mind of the prophets is by no means the 
same thing as to understand the mind of God, that is, to understand truth itself. 
This follows from our discussion of the prophets in Chapter 2, and we showed in 
Chapter 6 that this also applies to the narratives and the miracles. But this cannot 
be said of those passages that are concerned with true religion and true virtue. 

3. The books of the Old Testament were selected out of many books, and were 
finally assembled and approved by a council of Pharisees, as we showed in Chap- 
ter 10. The books of the New Testament were also admitted to the canon by the 
decrees of certain Councils, who rejected as spurious several other books held by 
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many as sacred. But the membership of these councils (both of Pharisees and of 
Christians) did not consist of prophets, but only of teachers and scholars. Still, it 
must be granted that they took the Word of God as their standard in making their 
selection, and so they must have been acquainted with the Word of God before 
they approved all the books. 

4. The Apostles wrote not as prophets but as teachers (as we said in the pre- 
ceding chapter), and they chose such methods of teaching as they thought best 
adapted to those whom they wished to instruct at the time. Hence it follows (as 
we showed at the end of that same chapter) that their writings contain many things 
that are no longer relevant to religion. 

5. Finally, there are four Evangelists in the New Testament; and who can be- 
lieve that God willed to tell the story of Christ and impart it in writing to mankind 
four times over? And although one version may contain some details that are omit- 
ted in another, and one version is often helpful to the understanding of another, 
we should not thus conclude that all that was related in the four Gospels was es- 
sential for us to know, and that God chose the Evangelists to write so that the life 
of Christ might be better understood. Each Evangelist preached his message in a 
different place, and each wrote down in simple style what he had preached with 
view to telling clearly the story of Christ, and not with view to explaining the other 
Evangelists. If a comparison of their different versions sometimes produces a read- 
ier and clearer understanding, this is a matter of chance, and it occurs only in a 
few passages whose obscurity would not have rendered the story less clear or 
mankind less blessed. 

We have thus shown that it is only in respect of religion—i.e. in respect of the 
universal divine law—that Scripture can properly be called the Word of God. It 
remains for us now to show that Scripture, insofar as it is properly thus called, is 
neither faulty, nor corrupted, nor mutilated. Now I here apply the terms ‘faulty’, 
‘corrupted’ and ‘mutilated’ to that which is so incorrectly written and composed 
that its meaning cannot be arrived at from linguistic usage, or be derived from 
Scripture alone. I am not going to say that Scripture, insofar as it contains the Di- 
vine Law, has always preserved the same markings, the same letters and the same 
words (I leave this to be proved by the Massoretes, who zealously worship the let- 
ter), but I will say this, that its meaning—and only in respect of meaning can any 
utterance be called divine—has reached us uncorrupted, even if it be supposed 
that the words by which it was originally expressed have undergone many 
changes. Such alterations, as we have seen, take nothing away from the divinity 
of Scripture; for Scripture would be just as divine even if it had been written in 
different words or in a different language. Therefore there can be no doubt that 
the Divine Law has come down to us in this respect uncorrupted. For from Scrip- 
ture itself we learn that its message, unclouded by any doubt or any ambiguity, is 
in essence this, to love God above all, and one’s neighbour as oneself. There can 
be no adulteration here, nor can it have been written by a hasty and errant pen; 
for if doctrine differing from this is to be found anywhere in Scripture, all the rest 
of its teaching must also have been different. For this is the basis of the whole struc- 
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ture of religion; if it is removed, the entire fabric crashes to the ground, and then 
such a Scripture would not be the sort of thing we are now discussing, but a quite 
different book. It is, then, incontestable that this has always been the teaching of 
Scripture, and therefore no error capable of corrupting this meaning can have en- 
tered without its being immediately observed by all, nor could anyone have de- 
liberately corrupted it without his evil intent being at once detected. 

Since, then, it must be maintained that this fundamental principle is uncor- 
rupted, the same must be granted of all that indisputably follows therefrom and is 
likewise fundamental, such as that God exists, that He provides for all things, that 
He is omnipotent, that by His decrees the good prosper and the wicked are cast 
down, and that our salvation depends solely on His grace. For all these are doc- 
trines which are plainly taught throughout Scripture, and which it was at all times 
bound to teach if all the rest of its teachings were not to be vain and without foun- 
dation. And we must accept as equally uncorrupted, inasmuch as they quite 
clearly follow from this universal basis, all its other moral teachings, such as to up- 
hold justice, to help the helpless, to do no murder, to covet no man’s goods and 
so on. None of these, I say, could have been corrupted by human malice or de- 
stroyed by time’s decay; for if any part of them had disappeared, the underlying 
universal principle would at once have restored it, especially the doctrine of char- 
ity, which is everywhere commended in the highest degree in both Testaments. 
Furthermore, although there is no crime so abominable as not to have been com- 
mitted by someone, there is no one who, to excuse his crimes, would attempt to 
destroy the law or to introduce some impiety as eternal doctrine and the road to 
salvation. For we see that human nature is so constituted that any man (be he king 
or subject) who has committed a base action seeks to cloak his deed with such 
outward show as to give the impression of having done nothing contrary to justice 
and decency. We may therefore accept without reservation that the universal Di- 
vine Law, as taught by Scripture, has reached us uncorrupted. 

Besides the above, there are other things which we cannot doubt have been 
transmitted to us in good faith, such as the chief historical narratives of Scripture, 
these being well known to all. It was the custom of the Jewish people in ancient 
times to chant their nation’s history in psalms. The chief facts of the life of Christ, 
too, and his Passion were immediately spread abroad throughout the whole Ro- 
man Empire. It is therefore impossible to believe that, without the connivance of 
a large part of mankind—which is quite inconceivable—later generations handed 
down a version of the main outlines of these events different from what they had 
received. So any alterations or faults can have occurred only with respect to mi- 
nor matters, such as a few details in history or prophecy designed to foster people’s 
devotion, or in a few miracles so as to perplex philosophers, or in speculative mat- 
ters after schismatics had begun the practice of introducing these into religion in 
order that each of them might buttress his own fictions by misusing divine au- 
thority. But for salvation it matters little whether these are instances of corruption 
or not, as I shall explain in full in the next chapter; though I believe this is already 
proved by what I have previously said, especially in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 13 


It is shown that Scripture teaches only very simple 
doctrines and inculcates nothing but obedience, 
and that concerning the nature of God it teaches only 
what men can imitate by a definite code of conduct 


In Chapter 2 of this treatise we showed that the prophets possessed only an ex- 
traordinary power of imagination, not of intellect; and that God did not reveal to 
them any philosophic mysteries, but only things of a very simple nature, adapted 
to their preconceived beliefs. Then in Chapter 5 we showed that Scripture con- 
veys and teaches its message in a way best suited to the comprehension of all men, 
not resorting to a chain of deductive reasoning from axioms and definitions, but 
speaking quite simply. And to induce belief, it relies only on past events, such as 
miracles and histories, to confirm its message, employing such style and mode of 
expression as is most likely to make a strong impression on men’s minds. (On this 
subject see the third section of Chapter 6.) Finally, in Chapter 7 we showed that 
the difficulty in understanding Scripture lies only in its language, and not in the 
high level of its argumentation. We may add furthermore that the prophets 
preached not to scholars but to all Jews without exception, and the Apostles were 
wont to teach their Gospel in churches which were places of public assembly. 
From all these considerations it follows that Scriptural doctrine contains not ab- 
struse speculation or philosophic reasoning, but very simple matters able to be un- 
derstood by the most sluggish mind. 

I am therefore astonished at the ingenuity displayed by those, of whom I have 
already spoken, who find in Scripture mysteries so profound as not to be open to 
explanation in any human language, and who have then imported into religion 
so many matters of a philosophic nature that the Church seems like an academy, 
and religion like a science, or rather, a subject for debate. Yet why should I be sur- 
prised that men who vaunt themselves on possessing a supernatural light refuse 
to yield precedence in knowledge to men who possess nothing more than the nat- 
ural light? I should indeed be surprised if they taught any purely philosophic doc- 
trine which was new and not already a commonplace in ages past among Gentile 
philosophers (whom they nevertheless accuse of blindness); for if you enquire as 
to the nature of the mysteries which they see lurking in Scripture, you will cer- 
tainly find nothing but the notions of an Aristotle or a Plato or the like, which 
often seem to suggest the fantasies of any uneducated person rather than the find- 
ings of an accomplished biblical scholar. 

However, I do not go so far as to maintain that nothing whatsoever of a purely 
philosophic nature is to be found in Scripture’s teaching, for in the last chapter 
we set forth certain affirmations of this kind as Scripture’s basic principles. But 
this much I will say, that such affirmations are very few, and of a very simple na- 
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ture. What they are, and on what grounds they are determined, I now intend to 
explain; and this we can easily do now that we know that Scripture’s aim was not 
to impart scientific knowledge; for this leads obviously to the conclusion that 
Scripture demands nothing from men but obedience, and condemns not igno- 
rance, but only obstinacy. Furthermore, since obedience to God consists solely in 
loving one’s neighbour (for he who loves his neighbour in obedience to God’s 
command has fulfilled the Law, as Paul says in Romans chapter 13 v. 8), it follows 
that Scripture commands no other kind of knowledge than that which is neces- 
sary for all men before they can obey God according to this commandment, and 
without which men are bound to be self-willed, or at least unschooled to obedi- 
ence. Other philosophic questions which do not directly tend to this end, whether 
they be concerned with knowledge of God or with knowledge of Nature, have 
nothing to do with Scripture, and should therefore be dissociated from revealed 
religion. 

Now although, as we have said, this is now quite obvious to all, nevertheless, 
since this matter is of cardinal importance to the concept of religion, I shall go 
into the whole question more carefully and explain it more clearly. To this end I 
must in the first place demonstrate that the intellectual or exact knowledge of God 
is not a gift shared by all the faithful, as is obedience; secondly, that the knowl- 
edge which God through the medium of his prophets has required of all men uni- 
versally, and which every man is in duty bound to possess, is no other than the 
knowledge of his divine justice and charity. Both of these points can be readily 
demonstrated from Scripture. 

The first clearly follows from Exodus ch. 6 v. 3, where in order to emphasise 
the singular grace bestowed on Moses, God says to him, “And I appeared unto 
Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto Jacob as El Shaddai, but by my name Jehovah 
was I not known to them.” For a clearer explanation of this passage it should be 
observed that El Shaddai means in Hebrew ‘the God who suffices, because to 
each man he gives that which suffices for him; and although ‘Shaddai’ is often 
used by itself to mean God, there can be no doubt that in all cases the word ‘EP, 
God, is to be understood. Again, it should be observed that in Scripture no word 
but ‘Jehovah’ is to be found to indicate the absolute essence of God, as unrelated 
to created things. That is why the Hebrews contend that this is, strictly speaking, 
God’s only name, the other names being forms of address; and it is a fact that the 
other names of God, whether substantive or adjectival, are attributes belonging 
to God insofar as he is considered as related to created things, or manifested 
through them. For example, take >x El (or, with the paragogic 1 he, nox Eloha), 
which signifies nothing other than ‘powerful’, as all agree, and belongs to God 
only through his pre-eminence, in the way that the term ‘Apostle’ belongs to 
Paul. The qualities of his potency are explicated by additional adjectives, such 
as the great, the awful, the just, the merciful E/ (mighty one); or else, to embrace 
them all in one, this word is used in the plural with a singular meaning, a com- 
mon practice in Scripture. 

Now since God tells Moses that he was not known to the patriarchs by the 
name ‘Jehovah’, it follows that they were not acquainted with any attribute of God 
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that expresses his absolute essence, but only with his deeds and promises, that is, 
his power as manifested through visible things. Yet in saying this to Moses God is 
not accusing the patriarchs of want of faith; on the contrary, he is extolling their 
trust and faith which, although they could not attain to Moses’ special knowledge 
of God, led them to believe in the sureness and certainty of God’s promises. In 
this they were unlike Moses who, despite his more exalted conception of God, yet 
doubted God’s promises, and reproached God for bringing the Jews to a worse 
plight instead of the promised salvation. 

The patriarchs, then, did not know God’s distinctive name, and God tells 
Moses this in praise of their singlemindedness and faith, and also to signify the 
special grace granted to Moses. Hence it clearly follows, as we asserted in the first 
place, that men are not bound as a command to know God’s attributes; this is a 
special gift granted only to certain of the faithful. It is not worth the effort to 
demonstrate this by further Scriptural testimony, for who can fail to see that the 
faithful have not all possessed an equal knowledge of God, and that nobody can 
be wise by command any more than he can live and exist by command? Men, 
women, children, all are equally capable of obedience by command, but not of 
wisdom by command. Now if anyone says that, while there is no need to under- 
stand God’s attributes, there is a duty to believe them straightforwardly without 
proof, he is plainly talking nonsense. In the case of things invisible which are ob- 
jects only of the mind, proofs are the only eyes by which they can be seen; there- 
fore those who do not have such proofs can see nothing at all of these things. So 
when they merely repeat what they have heard of such matters, this is no more 
relevant to or indicative of their mind than the words of a parrot or a puppet speak- 
ing without meaning or sense. 

However, before going any further, I should explain why Genesis often says 
that the patriarchs invoked God as Jehovah, which seems flatly to contradict what 
has been said above. Now if we have regard to the demonstration of Chapter 8, 
we shall find that there is no real contradiction. In that chapter we showed that 
the writer of the Pentateuch did not apply to things and places the exact names 
that were in use at the time to which he was referring, but names more familiar 
to the time of the writer. So in Genesis God as invoked by the patriarchs is signi- 
fied by the name ‘Jehovah’, not because he was known to them by this name but 
because this was the name most revered by the Jews. This, I say, is the view we 
must take, seeing that our Exodus text expressly states that God was not known to 
the patriarchs by that name. There is a further reason in Exodus ch. 3 v. 13, where 
Moses desires to know the name of God: if this name had previously been known, 
it must surely have been known to Moses. We must therefore hold to the view we 
put forward, that the faithful patriarchs did not know this name of God, and that 
knowledge of God is God’s gift, not a command. 

It is now time to pass on to our second point, which is to show that God through 
his prophets asks no other knowledge of himself than the knowledge of his divine 
justice and charity, that is, such attributes of God as men find it possible to imi- 
tate by a definite rule of conduct. This is the express teaching of Jeremiah, who 
in chapter 22 v. 15, 16 says, speaking of king Josiah, “Thy father did eat and drink 
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and do judgment and justice; then it was well with him. He judged the cause of 
the poor and the needy; then it was well with him. For (note well) this is what it 
is to know me, said the Lord.” The passage in chapter 9 v. 23 is no less clear. “But 
let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I 
am the Lord who exerciseth lovingkindness, judgment and righteousness in the 
earth, for in these things I delight, saith the Lord.” The same point is also made 
in Exodus ch. 34 v. 6, 7, where God reveals to Moses, who desires to see and know 
him, no other attributes than those which make manifest the divine justice and 
charity. Finally, we should here call particular attention to that passage in John — 
of which more hereafter—where he singles out charity as the only means of mak- 
ing God manifest (since nobody has seen God), and concludes that he who has 
charity truly has God, and knows God. 

We see, then, that Jeremiah, Moses and John sum up very briefly the knowl- 
edge of God which it is the duty of every man to have, and they hold it to consist 
simply in what we asserted, that God is supremely just and supremely merciful, 
that is, the one perfect pattern of the true life. Furthermore, Scripture never ex- 
pressly gives a definition of God, nor does it enjoin on us the acceptance of any 
other attributes than those I have just described, nor does it formally commend 
other attributes as it does these. All this leads us to the conclusion that the intel- 
lectual knowledge of God which contemplates his nature as it really is in itself— 
a nature which men cannot imitate by a set rule of conduct nor take as their ex- 
ample—has no bearing on the practice of a true way of life, on faith, and on 
revealed religion, and that consequently men can go far astray in this matter with- 
out sinning. It is therefore by no means surprising that God adapted himself to 
the imagination and the preconceived beliefs of the prophets, and that the faith- 
ful have entertained very diverse ideas about God, as we demonstrated with many 
examples in Chapter 2. And it is again not at all surprising that the Sacred Books 
frequently speak so inexactly about God, attributing to him hands, feet, eyes, ears, 
mind, movement and even emotions such as jealousy, pity and so forth, and de- 
picting him as a judge sitting on a royal throne in heaven, with Christ on his right 
hand. For they are speaking in accordance with the understanding of the com- 
mon people, in whom Scripture seeks to inculcate obedience, not learning. 

Yet the common run of theologians have argued that those passages which their 
natural light has convinced them are not in agreement with the divine nature 
should be interpreted in a metaphorical way, while whatever is beyond their un- 
derstanding must be taken literally. But if every passage of the former kind in 
Scripture was meant to be understood and interpreted metaphorically, Scripture 
must have been written not for the common people and the uneducated masses, 
but for the learned alone, and for philosophers in particular. Indeed, if it were a 
sin to believe with simple piety and faith those ideas about God which we have 
just recounted, then surely the prophets should have exercised the greatest care 
to avoid such expressions, having regard to the limited intelligence of the com- 
mon people; and they should have made it their primary aim to teach the at- 
tributes of God explicitly and clearly in the manner that every man is required 
to accept them. Nowhere has this been done. 
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Thus we should reject the view that anything of piety or impiety attaches to be- 
liefs taken simply in themselves without respect to works. A man’s beliefs should 
be regarded as pious or impious only insofar as he is thereby induced to obey the 
moral law, or else assumes from them the licence to sin or rebel. Therefore if any- 
one by believing what is true becomes self-willed, he has a faith which in reality 
is impious; and if by believing what is false he becomes obedient to the moral law, 
he has a faith which is pious. For we have shown that true knowledge of God is 
not commanded, but is a divine gift, and that God has asked no other knowledge 
from men but knowledge of his divine justice and charity, this knowledge being 
necessary not for philosophical understanding, but for obedience to the moral law. 


CHAPTER 14 


An analysis of faith, the faithful and the fundamental 
principles of faith. Faith is finally set apart from philosophy 


Anyone who gives any thought to this question cannot fail to realise that, for a true 
comprehension of faith, it is essential to understand that Scripture is adapted to 
the intellectual level not only of the prophets but of the unstable and fickle Jew- 
ish multitude. He who indiscriminately accepts everything in Scripture as being 
the universal and absolute teaching about God, and does not distinguish precisely 
what is adapted to the understanding of the masses, is bound to confuse the be- 
liefs of the masses with divine doctrine, to proclaim as God’s teaching the figments 
and arbitrary opinions of men, and to abuse Scriptural authority. Who, I ask, does 
not see this as the main reason why so many quite contradictory beliefs are taught 
by different sects as articles of faith, which they confirm with many citations from 
Scripture, so that in the Netherlands the saying ‘Geen ketter sonder letter’ ! has long 
become a proverb? The Sacred Books were not the work of a single writer, nor 
were they written for a people of a single age; they were written by a number of 
men of different character and different generations over a period of time which, 
taking them all into account, will be found to extend to about two thousand years, 
and perhaps much longer. 

However, I will not level the charge of impiety against those sectaries simply 
because they adapt the words of Scripture to their own beliefs. Just as Scripture 
was once adapted to the understanding of the people of that time, in the same way 
anyone may now adapt it to his own beliefs if he feels that this will enable him to 
obey God with heartier will in those matters that pertain to justice and charity. 
My accusation against them is this, that they refuse to grant this same freedom to 
others. All those who do not share their opinions, however righteous and truly vir- 
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tuous the dissenters may be, they persecute as God’s enemies, while those who 
follow their lead, however dissolute they may be, they cherish as God’s elect. 
Surely nothing more damnable than this, and more fraught with danger to the 
state, can be devised. 

So in order to establish what are the limits of individual freedom of opinion in 
regard to faith, and who should be seen as belonging to the faithful in spite of their 
diverse opinions, we must define faith and its basic principles. This I propose to 
do in this present chapter, at the same time distinguishing between faith and phi- 
losophy, this being the main object of this entire treatise. 

To demonstrate these matters in good order, let us look again at the chief aim 
of Scripture in its entirety, for this will furnish us with a true norm for defining 
faith. In the last chapter we said that the aim of Scripture is simply to teach obe- 
dience, a statement which surely no one can deny. For who can fail to see that 
both the Testaments are simply a training for obedience, that each has as its pur- 
pose this alone, that men should sincerely hearken to God? Leaving out of ac- 
count the demonstrations of the last chapter, I shall say that Moses’ aim was not 
to convince the Israelites by reasoned argument, but to bind them by a covenant, 
by oaths and by benefits received; he induced the people to obey the Law under 
threat of punishment, while exhorting them thereto by promise of rewards. These 
are all means to promote obedience, not to impart knowledge. The message of 
the Gospel is one of simple faith; that is, belief in God and reverence for God, 
or—which is the same thing—obedience to God. So in order to prove what is al- 
ready quite plain, there is no need for me to compile a list of the Scriptural texts 
that commend obedience, which are to be found in abundance in both Testa- 
ments. Then again, Scripture itself tells us quite clearly over and over again what 
every man should do in order to serve God, declaring that the entire Law consists 
in this alone, to love one’s neighbour. Therefore it is also undeniable that he who 
by God’s commandments loves his neighbour as himself is truly obedient and 
blessed according to the Law, while he who hates or takes no thought for his neigh- 
bour is rebellious and disobedient. Finally, there is universal agreement that 
Scripture was written and disseminated not just for the learned but for all men of 
every time and race, and this by itself justifies us in concluding that Scripture does 
not require us to believe anything beyond what is necessary for the fulfilling of 
the said commandment. 

Therefore this commandment is the one and only guiding principle for the en- 
tire common faith of mankind, and through this commandment alone should be 
determined all the tenets of faith that every man is in duty bound to accept. Since 
it is abundantly clear that this is so, and that from this fundamental principle alone 
all else can legitimately be inferred simply by the process of reason, let everyone 
consider for himself how it can have come about that so many disputes have arisen 
in the Church. Can this be due to any other causes than those I have recounted at 
the beginning of Chapter 7? These, then, are the considerations which now in- 
duce me to explain in what manner and by what means necessary the tenets of 
faith are to be derived from the fundamental principle we have discovered. Unless 
I can achieve this, operating within definite rules, it will rightly be held that I have 
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so far accomplished nothing. For anyone will still be able to foist on religion what- 
ever doctrine he pleases under this same pretext, that it is a means for inculcating 
obedience. This is especially so when it is the divine attributes that are at issue. 
For a complete and methodical demonstration, I shall begin with the defini- 
tion of faith. According to our fundamental principle, faith must be defined as the 
holding of certain beliefs about God such that, without these beliefs, there can- 
not be obedience to God, and if this obedience is posited, these beliefs are nec- 
essarily posited. This definition is so clear, and follows so obviously from what has 
already been proved, that it needs no explanation. I shall now briefly show what 
consequences it entails. First, faith does not bring salvation through itself, but only 
by reason of obedience; or, as James says (ch. 2 v. 17), faith in itself without works 
is dead. For this point, see the whole of chapter 2 of the Epistle of James. Sec- 
ondly, it follows that he who is truly obedient necessarily possesses a true and sav- 
ing faith; for, as we have said, obedience being posited, faith is necessarily posited. 
This is again expressly stated by the same Apostle in chapter 2 v. 18, “Show me 
thy faith without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my works.” Likewise 
John, in 1 Ep. ch. 4 v. 7, 8, “Everyone that loveth (his neighbour) is born of God 
and knoweth God. He that loveth not, knoweth not God; for God is love.” From 
these considerations it again follows that only by works can we judge anyone to 
be a believer or an unbeliever. If his works are good, he is a believer, however 
much he may differ in religious dogma from other believers; whereas if his works 
are evil, he is an unbeliever, however much he may agree with them verbally. For 
obedience being posited, faith is necessarily posited, and faith without works is 
dead. The Apostle John again expressly teaches this same doctrine in verse 13 of 
the same chapter. “Hereby,” he says, “we know that we dwell in him and he in us, 
because he hath given us his Spirit.” By ‘spirit’ he means love, whence he con- 
cludes (that is, from premises he has already accepted) that he who has love truly 
has the spirit of God. Indeed, since nobody has seen God he concludes therefrom 
that it is only through love of one’s neighbour that one can perceive or be con- 
scious of God, and thus no one can discover any other attribute of God except this 
love, insofar as we participate therein. Even if this argument is not conclusive, it 
nevertheless shows John’s meaning quite clearly; but a far clearer statement is 
made in chapter 2 v. 3, 4 of the same Epistle, where he most explicitly teaches 
what I am here maintaining. “And hereby do we know that we know him, if we 
keep his commandments. He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his com- 
mandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him.” From this we can again con- 
clude that the true enemies of Christ are those who persecute the righteous and 
the lovers of justice because these disagree with them and do not uphold the same 
religious dogmas. Those who love justice and charity we know by that very fact to 
be the faithful, and he who persecutes the faithful is an enemy of Christ. 
Finally, it follows that faith requires not so much true dogmas as pious dogmas, 
that is, such as move the heart to obedience; and this is so even if many of those 
beliefs contain nota shadow of truth, provided that he who adheres to them knows 
not that they are false. If he knew that they were false, he would necessarily be a 
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rebel, for how could it be that one who seeks to love justice and obey God should 
worship as divine what he knows to be alien to the divine nature? Yet men may 
err from simplicity of mind, and, as we have seen, Scripture condemns only ob- 
stinacy, not ignorance. Indeed, this conclusion necessarily follows simply from 
the definition of faith, whose every part must be derived from that universal basic 
principle already demonstrated, and from the single purpose underlying the 
whole of Scripture, unless we allow ourselves to put our own arbitrary construc- 
tions on it. Now this definition does not expressly demand true dogmatic belief, 
but only such beliefs as are necessary for obedience, that is, those that strengthen 
the will to love one’s neighbour. It is only through this love, as John says, that every 
man is in God, and God in every man. 

Each man’s faith, then, is to be regarded as pious or impious not in respect of 
its truth or falsity, but as it is conducive to obedience or obstinacy. Now nobody 
questions that there is to be found among men a wide variety of temperament, 
that all men are not equally in agreement in all matters and are influenced by 
their beliefs in different ways, so that what moves one man to devotion will move 
another to ridicule and contempt. Hence it follows that a catholic or universal 
faith must not contain any dogmas that good men may regard as controversial; for 
such dogmas may be to one man pious, to another impious, since their value lies 
only in the works they inspire. A catholic faith should therefore contain only those 
dogmas which obedience to God absolutely demands, and without which such 
obedience is absolutely impossible. As for other dogmas, every man should em- 
brace those that he, being the best judge of himself, feels will do most to 
strengthen him in love of justice. Acceptance of this principle would, I suggest, 
leave no occasion for controversy in the Church. 

I can now venture to enumerate the dogmas of the universal faith, the basic 
teachings which Scripture as a whole intends to convey. These must all be di- 
rected (as evidently follows from what we have demonstrated in these two chap- 
ters) to this one end: that there is a Supreme Being who loves justice and charity, 
whom all must obey in order to be saved, and must worship by practising justice 
and charity to their neighbour. From this, all the tenets of faith can readily be de- 
termined, and they are simply as follows: 


l. God, that is, a Supreme Being, exists, supremely just and merciful, the 
exemplar of true life. He who knows not, or does not believe, that God 
exists, cannot obey him or know him as judge. 


2. God is one alone. No one can doubt that this belief is essential for com- 
plete devotion, reverence, that is, love towards God; for devotion, rever- 
ence and love spring only from the pre-eminence of one above all others. 


3. God is omnipresent, and all things are open to him. If it were believed that 
things could be concealed from God, or if it were not realised that he sees 
everything, one might doubt, or be unaware of the uniformity of the jus- 
tice wherewith he directs everything. 
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4. God has supreme right and dominion over all things. He is under no juris- 
diction, but acts by his absolute decree and singular grace. All are required 
to obey him absolutely, while he obeys none. 


5. Worship of God and obedience to him consists solely in justice and char- 
ity, or love towards one’s neighbour. 


6. All who obey God by following this way of life, and only those, are saved; 
others, who live at pleasure’s behest, are lost. If men did not firmly believe 
this, there is no reason why they should obey God rather than their desires. 


7. God forgives repentant sinners. There is no one who does not sin, so that 
without this belief all would despair of salvation, and there would be no 
reason to believe that God is merciful. He who firmly believes that God 
forgives men’s sins from the mercy and grace whereby he directs all things, 
and whose heart is thereby the more inspired by love of God, that man ver- 
ily knows Christ according to the spirit, and Christ is in him. 


No one can fail to realise that all these beliefs are essential if all men, without ex- 
ception, are to be capable of obeying God as prescribed by the law explained 
above; for if any one of these beliefs is nullified, obedience is also nullified. But 
as to the question of what God, the exemplar of true life, really is, whether he is 
fire, or spirit, or light, or thought, or something else, this is irrelevant to faith. And 
so likewise is the question as to why he is the exemplar of true life, whether this 
is because he has a just and merciful disposition, or because all things exist and 
act through him and consequently we, too, understand through him, and through 
him we see what is true, just, and good. On these questions it matters not what 
beliefs a man holds. Nor, again, does it matter for faith whether one believes that 
God is omnipresent in essence or in potency, whether he directs everything from 
free will or from the necessity of his nature, whether he lays down laws as a ruler 
or teaches them as being eternal truths, whether man obeys God from free will or 
from the necessity of the divine decree, whether the rewarding of the good and 
the punishing of the wicked is natural or supernatural. The view one takes on 
these and similar questions has no bearing on faith, provided that such a belief 
does not lead to the assumption of greater licence to sin, or hinders submission to 
God. Indeed, as we have already said, every man is in duty bound to adapt these 
religious dogmas to his own understanding and to interpret them for himself in 
whatever way makes him feel that he can the more readily accept them with full 
confidence and conviction. For, as we have already pointed out, just as in olden 
days faith was revealed and written down in a form which accorded with the un- 
derstanding and beliefs of the prophets and people of that time, so, too, every man 
has now the duty to adapt it to his own beliefs, so as thus to accept it without any 
misgivings or doubts. For we have shown that faith demands piety rather than 
truth; faith is pious and saving only by reason of the obedience it inspires, and con- 
sequently nobody is faithful except by reason of his obedience. Therefore the best 
faith is not necessarily manifested by him who displays the best arguments, but by 
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him who displays the best works of justice and charity. How salutary this doctrine 
is, and how necessary in the state if men are to live in peace and harmony, and 
how many important causes of disturbance and crime are thereby aborted at 
source, I leave everyone to judge for himself. 

Before proceeding further, it should here be observed that, from what has just 
been demonstrated, we are now in a position to provide a convincing answer to 
the difficulties we raised in Chapter 1 when we were discussing God’s speaking 
to the Israelites from Mount Sinai. Although the voice which the Israelites heard 
could not have given those men a philosophical or mathematical certainty of 
God’s existence, it sufficed to strike them with awe of God as they had previously 
known him, and to induce them to obedience, this being the purpose of that man- 
ifestation. For God was not seeking to teach the Israelites the absolute attributes 
of his essence (he revealed none of these things at the time), but to break down 
their obstinacy and bring them to obedience. Therefore he assailed them, not with 
arguments, but with the blare of trumpets, with thunder and with lightnings (see 
Exodus ch. 20 v. 20). 

It now remains for me finally to show that between faith and theology on the 
one side and philosophy on the other there is no relation and no affinity, a point 
which must now be apparent to everyone who knows the aims and bases of these 
two faculties, which are as far apart as can be. The aim of philosophy is, quite sim- 
ply, truth, while the aim of faith, as we have abundantly shown, is nothing other 
than obedience and piety. Again, philosophy rests on the basis of universally valid 
axioms, and must be constructed by studying Nature alone, whereas faith is based 
on history and language, and must be derived only from Scripture and revelation, 
as we showed in Chapter 7. So faith allows to every man the utmost freedom to 
philosophise, and he may hold whatever opinions he pleases on any subjects what- 
soever without imputation of evil. It condemns as heretics and schismatics only 
those who teach such beliefs as promote obstinacy, hatred, strife and anger, while 
it regards as the faithful only those who promote justice and charity to the best of 
their intellectual powers and capacity. 

Finally, since what I have here demonstrated forms the most important part of 
the subject of this treatise, before proceeding further I do most earnestly beg the 
reader to be good enough to read these two chapters with careful attention and to 
reflect on them repeatedly. Let him accept my assurance that my purpose in writ 
ing these chapters has not been to introduce innovations but to correct abuses, 
such as I hope one day to see corrected. 
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CHAPTER 15 


It is demonstrated that neither is theology ancillary 
to reason nor reason to theology. The reason why we 
are convinced of the authority of Holy Scripture 


Those who do not understand the distinction between philosophy and theology 
argue as to whether Scripture should be ancillary to reason, or reason to Scrip- 
ture; that is, whether the meaning of Scripture should be made to conform with 
reason, or reason with Scripture. The latter view is upheld by the sceptics who 
deny the certainty of reason, the former by the dogmatists. But it is clear from our 
earlier findings that both parties are utterly mistaken, for whichever view we em- 
brace we are forced to do violence either to reason or to Scripture. We have 
demonstrated that Scripture teaches only piety, not philosophy, and that all its 
contents were adapted to the understanding and preconceived beliefs of the com- 
mon people. Therefore he who seeks to make Scripture conform with philosophy 
is sure to ascribe to the prophets many ideas which they never dreamed of, and 
will quite distort their meaning. On the other hand, he who makes reason and 
philosophy ancillary to theology has to accept as divinely inspired utterances the 
prejudices of a common people of long ago, which will gain a hold on his un- 
derstanding and darken it. Thus they will both go wildly astray, the one spurning 
reason, the other siding with reason. 

The first among the Pharisees who openly maintained that Scripture must be 
made to conform with reason was Maimonides, whose opinion we reviewed in 
Chapter 7 and refuted on many grounds. Although this writer was held in great 
esteem by the Pharisees, most of them desert him on this issue, favouring the view 
of a certain R. Jehuda Alpakhar,' who, while seeking to avoid the error of Mai- 
monides, fell into the opposite error. He maintained* that reason should be an- 
cillary to Scripture, and completely subservient to it. He held that nothing in 
Scripture requires a metaphorical explanation merely on the grounds that its lit 
eral meaning is contrary to reason, but only if it is contrary to Scripture itself, that 
is, to the clear pronouncements of Scripture. Hence he formulated the universal 
rule that whatever Scripture teaches in dogmatic form and quite expressly affirms 
must be accepted as absolutely true simply on its own authority. No other dogma 
in the Bible will be found to be in contradiction with this directly, but only by im- 
plication, and this comes about because the Scriptural style of expression often 


l [Jehuda Alpakhar (or ‘Alfakar’) was an important thirteenth-century Spanish Jewish physician re- 
siding ın Toledo. In the anti-Maimonidean debates in Spain he supported the opponents of Mai- 
monides. Spinoza refers to him also ın Letter 43.] 

* | remember once reading this in a letter against Maimonides, contained ın a collection of letters 
said to belong to Maimonides 
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appears to assume what is contrary to its express doctrine. Therefore it is only such 
passages that should be explained metaphorically. For example, Scripture clearly 
tells us that God is one alone (Deut. ch. 6 v. 4), and nowhere will any passage be 
found directly asserting that there is more than one God. But there are many pas- 
sages where God speaks of himself, and the prophets speak of him, in the plural. 
This is merely a figure of speech, and does not really intend to indicate that there 
are in fact a number of Gods. Therefore all such expressions are to be explained 
metaphorically, not on the grounds that it is contrary to reason that there should 
be more than one God, but because Scripture itself directly asserts that God is 
one alone. Similarly, since Scripture directly asserts (according to Alpakhar) in 
Deuteronomy ch. 4 v. 15 that God is incorporeal, it is on the authority of this 
passage alone, not of reason, that we must believe that God has no body, and con- 
sequently it is on the authority of Scripture alone that we have to give a metaphor- 
ical explanation to all those passages that attribute to God hands, feet and so on. 
It is only through their figurative mode of expression that they appear to assume 
that God is corporeal. 

Such is the view of Alpakhar. Insofar as he aims to explain Scripture through 
Scripture, I give him credit, but I am surprised that a man endowed with reason 
should seek to abolish reason. It is indeed true that, as long as we are simply con- 
cerned with the meaning of the text and the prophets’ intention, Scripture should 
be explained through Scripture; but having extracted the true meaning, we must 
necessarily resort to judgment and reason before we can assent thereto. Now if 
reason, in spite of her protests, is nevertheless to be made completely subservient 
to Scripture, must this submission be effected with reason’s concurrence, or with- 
out it, blindly? If the latter, then surely we are behaving like fools, without judg- 
ment. If the former, then it is only at reason’s behest that we accept Scripture, 
which we would therefore not accept if it were repugnant to reason. And again, I 
ask, who can give mental acceptance to something against which his reason 
rebels? For what else is mental denial but reason’s rebellion? I am utterly aston- 
ished that men can bring themselves to make reason, the greatest of all gifts and 
a light divine, subservient to letters that are dead, and may have been corrupted 
by human malice; that it should be considered no crime to denigrate the mind, 
the true handwriting of God’s word, declaring it to be corrupt, blind and lost, 
whereas it is considered to be a heinous crime to entertain such thoughts of the 
letter, a mere shadow of God’s word. They think it pious to put no trust in reason 
and their own judgment, impious to doubt the trustworthiness of those who have 
transmitted to us the Sacred Books. This is not piety, but mere folly. But what, I 
ask, is troubling them? What are they afraid of? Is it that religion and faith cannot 
be upheld unless men deliberately cultivate ignorance and completely turn their 
backs on reason? Such an attitude is surely the mark of fear on Scripture’s behalf 
rather than confidence. But let it never be said that religion and piety seek to en- 
slave reason, or reason religion, or that either of them is incapable of maintaining 
its own sovereignty in complete harmony with the other. This is a theme to which 
I shall soon return, for in the meantime I should like first of all to consider R. Al- 
pakhar’s rule. 
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As we have said, he holds that we must accept as true or reject as false every- 
thing that Scripture affirms or denies, and secondly, that Scripture never expressly 
affirms or denies anything that contradicts what it elsewhere affirms or denies. The 
rashness of both these assertions will be apparent to all. I pass by his failure to per- 
ceive that Scripture consists of different books written at different times for differ- 
ent men by different authors. And there is the further point that these assertions 
are made on his own authority without any evidence from either reason or Scrip- 
ture; for he ought to have shown that those passages that contradict other passages 
only by implication can have a plausible metaphorical explanation based on the 
nature of language and a consideration of their context; and furthermore that 
Scripture has come down to us uncorrupted. 

But let us examine the question methodically. With regard to his first assertion, 
I ask whether, if reason protests, we are nevertheless obliged to accept as true or re- 
ject as false whatever Scripture affirms or denies. Perhaps he will reply that there 
is nothing in Scripture which contradicts reason. But I insist that Scripture ex- 
pressly affirms and teaches that God is jealous (in the Decalogue itself and in Exod. 
ch. 34 v. 14, in Deut. ch. 4 v. 24 and in many other places); this is contrary to rea- 
son, but must still, by his account, be posited as true. Indeed, if there should be 
any other passages in Scripture implying that God is not jealous, they would have 
to be explained metaphorically so that they seem to have no such implication. So, 
too, Scripture expressly says that God came down to Mount Sinai (Exod. ch. 19 v. 
20) and ascribes to him other movements from place to place, nor does it anywhere 
expressly say that God does not move. So this must be accepted by all as true, and 
as to Solomon’s assertion that God is not contained in any one place (1 Kings ch. 
8 v. 27), since it does not maintain but merely implies that God does not move, it 
must be so explained as not to deprive God of movement. Similarly, the heavens 
would have to be taken as the dwelling-place and throne of God, because Scrip- 
ture expressly says so. And there are numerous statements of this kind, made in ac- 
cordance with the beliefs of the prophets and the multitude, which only reason 
and philosophy, not Scripture, tells us are false, and which nevertheless are all to 
be taken as true in our author's view, there being no appeal to reason. 

Next, he is wrong in affirming that one passage does not directly contradict an- 
other, but only by implication. Moses directly affirms that God is fire (Deut. ch. 
4 v. 24) and directly denies that God has any likeness to visible things (Deut. ch. 
4 v. 12). If our author replies that the latter statement’s denial that God is fire is 
not direct, but only by implication, and must therefore be made to conform with 
the former statement so as to avoid the appearance of contradiction, come then, 
let us grant that God is fire. Or better, lest we seem as crazy as he, let us put this 
question aside and take another example. Samuel directly denies that God ever 
repents (1 Sam. ch. 15 v. 29); on the other hand, Jeremiah asserts that God re- 
pents of the good and evil that he may have decreed (Jer. ch. 18, v. 8, 10). Well, 
then, are not these teachings directly opposed to each other? So which of the two 
is he going to explain metaphorically? Each of these assertions is made as uni- 
versally valid, and each contradicts the other; what the one directly affirms, the 
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other directly denies. Thus, by his own rule, he is required to accept something 
as true and at the same time reject it as false. 

Then again, what difference does it make if one passage should contradict an- 
other not directly but only by implication, if the implication is clear, and if the 
context and nature of the passage do not permit of a metaphorical interpretation? 
There are many such instances in the Bible, as we mentioned in Chapter 2 where 
we showed that the prophets held diverse and contrary opinions, and there are the 
particularly glaring contradictions in the historical narratives to which we drew 
attention in Chapters 9 and 10. There is no need for me here to review them all 
again, for in my earlier remarks I have said enough to expose the absurdities con- 
sequent on the acceptance of this rule, its falsity, and the author’s rashness in pro- 
posing it. 

We may therefore dismiss the views of both Alpakhar and Maimonides, and we 
may maintain as incontrovertible that neither is theology required to be subordi- 
nated to reason nor reason to theology, and that each has its own domain. The do- 
main of reason, as we have said, is truth and wisdom, the domain of theology is 
piety and obedience. For the power of reason, as we have already demonstrated, 
does not extend so far as to enable us to conclude that men can achieve blessed- 
ness simply through obedience without understanding, whereas this alone is the 
message of theology, which commands only obedience and neither seeks nor is 
able to oppose reason. As we showed in the last chapter, theology defines its reli- 
gious dogmas only so far as suffices to secure obedience, and it leaves it to reason 
to decide exactly how these dogmas are to be understood in respect of truth; for 
reason is in reality the light of the mind, without which the mind sees nothing but 
dreams and fantasies. 

By theology I here mean, in precise terms, revelation insofar as it manifests 
Scripture’s objective as we have stated it, that is, the way of achieving obedience, 
or the dogmas of true piety and faith. In other words, by theology I mean the Word 
of God properly so called, which does not consist in a set number of books (see 
Chapter 12). Theology thus understood, if you consider its precepts and moral 
teaching, will be found to agree with reason; and if you look to its purpose and 
end, it will be found to be in no respect opposed to reason, and is therefore valid 
for al] men. 

With regard to Scripture taken in its entirety, we have already shown in Chap- 
ter 7 that its meaning is not to be derived from investigation of Nature in gen- 
eral—which is the basis of philosophy only—but simply from studying it in itself; 
and we should not be deterred if, after thus discovering the true meaning of Scrip- 
ture, we find that it is at some points opposed to reason. Whatever instances of 
this kind are to be found in the Bible, or whatever things men may fail to under- 
stand without detriment to their love of their fellow men, we can be sure that these 
have no bearing on theology or the Word of God, and consequently anyone may 
hold whatever opinions he pleases on such matters without censure. We may 
therefore conclude without reservation that neither must Scripture be made to 
conform with reason, nor reason with Scripture. 
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However, since reason cannot demonstrate the truth or falsity of this funda- 
mental principle of theology, that men may be saved simply by obedience, we may 
also be asked why it is that we believe it. If we accept this principle without rea- 
son, blindly, then we too are acting foolishly without judgment; if on the other 
hand we assert that this fundamental principle can be proved by reason, then the- 
ology becomes a part of philosophy, and inseparable from it. To this I reply that I 
maintain absolutely that this fundamental dogma of theology cannot be investi- 
gated by the natural light of reason, or at least that nobody has been successful in 
proving it, and that therefore it was essential that there should be revelation. Nev- 
ertheless, we can use judgment before we accept with at least moral certainty that 
which has been revealed. I say ‘with moral certainty, for we have no grounds for 
expecting to reach greater certainty in this matter than did the prophets to whom 
it was originally revealed; and yet their certainty was only of a moral kind, as we 
have shown in Chapter 2 of this treatise. 

So those who attempt to prove Scripture’s authority by demonstrations of a 
mathematical order go far astray, for the authority of the Bible is dependent on 
the authority of the prophets, and can thus have no stronger arguments to support 
it than those by which the prophets of old were wont to convince the people of 
their authority. Indeed, our own certainty as to this authority can have no other 
foundation than that on which the prophets based their certainty and authority. 
Now we have shown that the certainty of the prophets rested entirely on these 
three factors—first, a distinct and vivid imagination, second, a sign, third and most 
important, a heart turned to what is right and good. They based their claims on 
no other considerations, and so there are no other considerations by which their 
authority could be proved either to the people to whom they once spoke face to 
face, or to us to whom they speak in writing. 

The first of these factors, their vivid imagination, was a personal quality con- 
fined to the prophets, and therefore our certainty regarding revelation can rest, 
and ought to rest, entirely on the other two, the sign and the doctrine they taught. 
And this is what Moses too expressly asserts, for in Deuteronomy ch. 18 he bids 
the people obey the prophet who should give a true sign in the name of the Lord, 
but to condemn to death that same man if he should prophesy falsely even in the 
name of the Lord, and likewise him who should seek to turn the people away from 
the true religion, even if he were to confirm his authority by signs and wonders 
(see Deut. ch. 13). Hence it follows that a true prophet can be distinguished from 
a false prophet by his doctrine and his miracles taken together. For it is such a one 
that Moses declares to be a true prophet, and bids us trust without fear of deceit; 
while he condemns as false prophets deserving of death those who make false 
prophecies even in the name of the Lord, or those who preach false gods, even if 
they have wrought true miracles. 

Therefore we too must accept only this one reason for believing in Scripture— 
that is, in the prophets— namely, their teaching as confirmed by signs. For since 
we see that the prophets commend above all else justice and charity and have no 
other objective, we may hence conclude that it was no evil intent butsincere con- 
viction that prompted them to teach that men may achieve blessedness by obedi- 
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ence and faith. And because they furthermore confirmed this teaching with signs, 
we are convinced that they were not speaking at random nor were they out of their 
senses while prophesying. This conclusion is further corroborated when we re- 
alise that all their moral teaching is in full agreement with reason, for it is no ac- 
cident that the Word of God proclaimed by the prophets agrees in all respects with 
the Word of God that speaks in our hearts. The Bible, I say, conveys to us this cer- 
tainty just as well as did the living voice of the prophets to the Jews of old. For we 
showed towards the end of Chapter 12 that Scripture has come down to us un- 
corrupted in respect of its doctrine and its chief historical narratives. 

Therefore, although this fundamental principle underlying all theology and 
Scripture cannot be demonstrated with mathematical exactitude, we may yet 
accept it without our judgment being called into question. It would be folly to 
refuse to accept, merely on the grounds that it cannot be proved with mathe- 
matical certainty, that which is abundantly confirmed by the testimony of so many 
prophets, that which is the source of so much comfort to those less gifted with in- 
telligence, and of considerable advantage to the state, and which we can believe 
without incurring any peril or hurt. Could we live our lives wisely if we were to 
accept as true nothing that could conceivably be called into doubt on any prin- 
ciple of scepticism? Are not most of our actions in any case fraught with uncer- 
tainty and hazard? 

I do indeed admit that those who think that philosophy and theology are mu- 
tually contradictory and that therefore one or the other must be deprived of its sov- 
ereignty and set aside, have good reason for seeking to put theology on a solid 
foundation and for attempting to prove it with mathematical accuracy. Who but 
a desperate madman would be so rash as to turn his back on reason, or to hold the 
arts and sciences in contempt, while denying the certainty of reason? Even so, we 
cannot entirely absolve them from censure, in that they seek the help of reason 
in the task of repelling reason, and they try to employ the certainty of reason to 
disparage reason’s certainty. While they are aiming to prove the truth and au- 
thority of theology by mathematical demonstrations and to deprive reason and the 
natural light of its authority, they are simply drawing theology into the domain of 
reason, and are quite clearly implying that her authority has no brilliance unless 
it is illuminated by the natural light of reason. 

If on the other hand they boast that their own assurance rests entirely on the 
inward testimony of the Holy Spirit and that they invoke the aid of reason solely 
for the purpose of convincing unbelievers, we should still give no credit to their 
words, for we can now readily prove that they are prompted to say this either from 
emotional bias or from vainglory. From the preceding chapter it quite clearly fol- 
lows that the testimony of the Holy Spirit is concerned only with good works— 
which therefore Paul, too, in his Epistle to the Galatians ch. 5 v. 22 calls ‘the fruits 
of the Holy Spirit —and that the Holy Spirit itself is nothing other than the peace 
of mind that results from good actions. As for the truth and certainty of those ques- 
tions which are the subject only of speculative philosophy, no spirit bears testi- 
mony other than reason, which alone, as we have shown, has asserted its claim to 
the realm of truth. So if they contend that they possess some other spirit that gives 
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them certainty of truth, this is an idle boast; they speak from emotional bias; or 
else, through dread of being worsted by philosophers and exposed to public 
ridicule, they seek refuge in the sacred. But all in vain; for what altar can he find 
to shelter him, who is guilty of betraying reason? 

But I will say no more of these men, since I think I have satisfactorily made my 
case by demonstrating on what grounds philosophy must be distinguished from 
theology, what is the essential nature of each, and that neither of them is subor- 
dinate to the other, each of them holding its own domain without contradicting 
the other. Finally, as opportunity arose, I have also shown the absurdities, the dam- 
age and the harm that have resulted from the fact that men have thoroughly con- 
fused these two faculties, failing to make an accurate distinction between them 
and to separate the one from the other. 

Before I continue, I wish to emphasise in express terms—though I have said it 
before—the importance and necessity of the role that I assign to Scripture, or rev- 
elation. For since we cannot perceive by the natural light that simple obedience 
is a way to salvation,* and since only revelation teaches us that this comes about 
by God’s singular grace which we cannot attain by reason, it follows that Scrip- 
ture has brought very great comfort to mankind. For all men without exception 
are capable of obedience, while there are only a few— in proportion to the whole 
of humanity—who acquire a virtuous disposition under the guidance of reason 
alone. Thus, did we not have this testimony of Scripture, the salvation of nearly 
all men would be in doubt. 


CHAPTER 16 


The basis of the state; the natural and civil right 
of the individual, and the right of sovereign powers 


Up to this point our object has been to separate philosophy from theology and to 
show that the latter allows freedom to philosophise for every individual. It is there- 
fore time to enquire what are the limits of this freedom of thought, and of saying 
what one thinks, in a well-conducted state. To approach this question in an or- 
derly way, we must discuss the basis of the state, and prior to that, before giving 
any consideration to the state and to religion, we must discuss the natural right of 
the individual. ! 

By the right and established order of Nature I mean simply the rules govern- 
ing the nature of every individual thing, according to which we conceive it as 
naturally determined to exist and to act in a definite way. For example, fish are 


* See Supplementary Note 31. 


1 [Throughout this chapter there are echoes of the political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, whose 
treatise De Cive (On the Citizen) Spinoza had read.] 
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determined by nature to swim, and the big ones to eat the smaller ones. Thus it 
is by sovereign natural right that fish inhabit water, and the big ones eat the smaller 
ones. For it is certain that Nature, taken in the absolute sense, has the sovereign 
right to do all that she can do; that is, Nature’s right is co-extensive with her power. 
For Nature’s power is the very power of God, who has sovereign right over all 
things.” But since the universal power of Nature as a whole is nothing but the 
power of all individual things taken together,’ it follows that each individual thing 
has the sovereign right to do all that it can do; i.e. the right of the individual is co- 
extensive with its determinate power. 

Now since it is the supreme law of Nature that each thing endeavours to per- 
sist in its present being, as far as in it lies, taking account of no other thing but it 
self,* it follows that each individual has the sovereign right to do this, that is (as I 
have said), to exist and to act as it is naturally determined. And here I do not ac- 
knowledge any distinction between men and other individuals of Nature, nor be- 
tween men endowed with reason and others to whom true reason is unknown, 
nor between fools, madmen and the sane. Whatever an individual thing does by 
the laws of its own nature, it does with sovereign right, inasmuch as it acts as de- 
termined by Nature, and can do no other. Therefore among men, as long as they 
are considered as living under the rule of Nature alone, he who is not yet ac- 
quainted with reason or has not yet acquired a virtuous disposition lives under the 
sole control of appetite with as much sovereign right as he who conducts his life 
under the rule of reason. That is to say, just as the wise man has the sovereign right 
to do all that reason dictates, i.e. to live according to the laws of reason, so, too, a 
man who is ignorant and weak-willed has the sovereign right to do all that is urged 
on him by appetite, i.e. to live according to the laws of appetite. This is the same 
doctrine as that of Paul, who declares that prior to the Jaw— that is, as long as men 
are considered as living under Nature’s rule— there can be no sin. 

Thus the natural right of every man is determined not by sound reason, but by 
his desire and his power. For not all men are naturally determined to act in ac- 
cordance with the rules and laws of reason. On the contrary, all men are born in 
a state of complete ignorance, and before they can learn the true way of life and 
acquire a virtuous disposition, even if they have been well brought up, a great part 
of their life has gone by. Yet in the meantime they have to live and preserve them- 
selves as far as in them lies, namely, by the urging of appetite alone, for Nature 
has given them nothing else and has denied them the actualised power to live ac- 
cording to sound reason. Therefore they are no more in duty bound to live ac- 
cording to the laws of a sound mind than a cat to live according to the laws of a 
lion’s nature. Thus whatever every man, when he is considered as solely under 
the dominion of Nature, believes to be to his advantage, whether under the guid- 
ance of sound reason or under passion’s sway, he may by sovereign natural right 


2 (Ethics, 1.17, Scholium 34-35.] 
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seek and get for himself by any means, by force, deceit, entreaty or in any other 
way he best can, and he may consequently regard as his enemy anyone who tries 
to hinder him from getting what he wants. 

From this it follows that Nature’s right and her established order, under which 
all men are born and for the most part live, forbids only those things that no one 
desires and no one can do; it does not frown on strife, or hatred, or anger, or de- 
ceit, or on anything at all urged by appetite. This is not surprising, for Nature’s 
bounds are not set by the laws of human reason which aim only at man’s true in- 
terest and his preservation, but by infinite other laws which have regard to the 
eternal order of the whole of Nature, of which man is but a particle. It is from 
the necessity of this order alone that all individual things are determined to exist 
and to act in a definite way. So when something in Nature appears to us as ridicu- 
lous, absurd or evil, this is due to the fact that our knowledge is only partial, that 
we are largely ignorant of the order and coherence of the whole of Nature and 
want all things to be arranged to suit our reason. Yet that which our reason de- 
clares to be evil is not evil in respect of the order and laws of universal Nature, but 
only in respect of the laws of our own nature. 

However, there cannot be any doubt as to how much more it is to men’s ad- 
vantage to live in accordance with the laws and sure dictates of our reason, which, 
as we have said, aim only at the true good of men.’ Furthermore, there is nobody 
who does not desire to live in safety free from fear, as far as is possible. But this 
cannot come about as long as every individual is permitted to do just as he pleases, 
and reason can claim no more right than hatred and anger. For there is no one 
whose life is free from anxiety in the midst of feuds, hatred, anger and deceit, and 
who will not therefore try to avoid these as far as in him lies. And if we also reflect 
that the life of men without mutual assistance must necessarily be most wretched 
and must lack the cultivation of reason, as we showed in Chapter 5, it will become 
quite clear to us that, in order to achieve a secure and good life, men had neces- 
sarily to unite in one body. They therefore arranged that the unrestricted right nat- 
urally possessed by each individual should be put into common ownership, and 
that this right should no longer be determined by the strength and appetite of the 
individual, but by the power and will of all together. Yet in this they would have 
failed, had appetite been their only guide (for by the laws of appetite all men are 
drawn in different directions), and so they had to bind themselves by the most 
stringent pledges to be guided in all matters only by the dictates of reason (which 
nobody ventures openly to oppose, lest he should appear to be without capacity 
to reason) and to keep appetite in check insofar as it tends to another’s hurt, to do 
to no one what they would not want done to themselves, and to uphold another’s 
right as they would their own. 

At this point we must consider how this covenant is to be made so as to ensure 
its stability and validity. Now it is a universal law of human nature that nobody re- 
jects what he judges to be good except through hope of a greater good or fear of 
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greater loss, and that no one endures any evil except to avoid a greater evil or to 
gain a greater good. That is to say, everyone will choose of two goods that which 
he judges the greater, and of two evils that which seems to him the lesser. I say ex- 
pressly ‘that which in his belief is the greater or lesser’; I do not say that the facts 
necessarily correspond with his judgment. This law is so deeply inscribed in hu- 
man nature that it should be counted among the eternal truths universally known. 
Now from this law it necessarily follows that nobody is going to promise in all good 
faith* to give up his unrestricted right, and in general nobody is going to keep any 
promises whatsoever, except through fear of a greater evil or hope of a greater 
good. To make the point more clearly understood, suppose that a robber forces 
me to promise to give him my goods at his pleasure. Now since, as I have already 
shown, my natural right is determined by power alone, it is quite clear that if I can 
free myself from this robber by deceit, promising him whatever he wants, I have 
the natural right to do so, that is, to pretend to agree to whatever he wants. Or sup- 
pose that in all good faith I have promised somebody that I will not taste food or 
any other nourishment for twenty days, and that I later realised that I had made a 
foolish promise which could be kept only with considerable hurt to myself. Since 
by natural right I am bound to choose the lesser of two evils, I have the sovereign 
right to break faith and go back on my pledged word. Now this, I say, is justified 
by natural right, whether it was true and infallible reasoning or whether it was fal- 
lible belief that made me realise I was wrong to have made the promise. For 
whether my conviction is true or false, I shall be in fear ofa terrible evil, one which 
therefore, by Nature’s law, I shall do everything to avoid. 

We may thus conclude that the validity of an agreement rests on its utility, with- 
out which the agreement automatically becomes null and void. It is therefore folly 
to demand from another that he should keep his word for ever, if at the same time 
one does not try to ensure that, if he breaks his word, he will meet with more harm 
than good. This point is particularly relevant in considering the constitution of a 
state. Now if all men could be readily induced to be guided by reason alone and 
to recognise the supreme advantage and the necessity of the state’s existence, 
everyone would entirely forswear deceit. In their desire for this highest good, the 
preservation of the state, all men would in absolute good faith abide entirely by 
their agreement, and would regard it as the most important thing in the world to 
keep their word, this being the strongest shield of the state. But it is by no means 
the case that all men can always be readily induced to be guided by reason; for 
each is drawn by his own pleasure,® and the mind is frequently so beset by greed, 
ambition, envy, anger and the like that no room is left for reason. Therefore al- 
though men may make promises with every mark of sincerity, and pledge them- 
selves to keep their word, nobody can rely on another’s good faith unless the 
promise is backed by something else; for everyone has the natural right to act de- 
ceitfully and is not bound to keep his engagements except through hope of greater 
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good or fear of greater evil. However, since we have already demonstrated that 
everyone’s natural right is determined by his power alone, it follows that to the ex- 
tent that each transfers his power to another, whether by force or voluntarily, to 
that extent he also necessarily surrenders his right to him, and the sovereign right 
over all men is held by him who holds the supreme power whereby he can com- 
pel all by force and coerce them by threat of the supreme penalty, universally 
feared by all. This right he will retain only as long as he has this power of carry- 
ing into execution whatever he wills; otherwise his rule will be precarious, and 
nobody who is stronger than he will need to obey him unless he so wishes. 

Therefore, without any infringement of natural right, a community can be 
formed and a contract be always preserved in its entirety in absolute good faith 
on these terms, that everyone transfers all the power that he possesses to the com- 
munity, which will therefore alone retain the sovereign natural right over every- 
thing, that is, the supreme rule which everyone will have to obey either of free 
choice or through fear of the ultimate penalty. Such a community’s right is called 
a democracy, which can therefore be defined as a united body of men which 
corporately possesses sovereign right over everything within its power. Hence it 
follows that the sovereign power is bound by no law, and all must obey it in all 
matters; for this is what all must have covenanted tacitly or expressly when they 
transferred to it all their power of self-defence, that is, all their right. If they in- 
tended that there should be anything reserved to themselves, they should have 
taken the precaution at the same time to make secure provision to uphold it. 
Since they did not do so, and could not have done so without the division and 
consequent destruction of the state, they thereby submitted themselves absolutely 
to the will of the sovereign power. Since they did this without reservation and (as 
we have shown) by force of necessity and by the persuasion of reason itself, it fol- 
lows that, unless we wish to be enemies of the state and to act against reason 
which urges us to uphold the state with all our might, it is our duty to carry out 
all the orders of the sovereign power without exception, even if those orders are 
quite irrational. For reason bids us carry out even such orders, so as to choose the 
lesser of two evils. 

Furthermore, the danger involved in submitting oneself absolutely to the com- 
mand and will of another was not such as to cause grave misgivings. As we have 
shown, sovereign powers possess the right of commanding whatever they will only 
for as long as they do in fact hold supreme power. If they lose this power, with it 
they also lose the right of complete command, which passes to one man or a num- 
ber of men who have acquired it and are able to retain it. Therefore it is exceed- 
ingly rare for governments to issue quite unreasonable commands; in their own 
interest and to retain their rule, it especially behoves them to look to the public 
good and to conduct all affairs under the guidance of reason. For, as Seneca says, 
‘violenta imperia nemo continuit diu’—tyrannical governments never last long. 
There is the further fact that in a democracy there is less danger of a government 
behaving unreasonably, for it is practically impossible for the majority of a single 
assembly, if it is of some size, to agree on the same piece of folly. Then again, as 
we have also shown, it is the fundamental purpose of democracy to avoid the fol- 
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lies of appetite and to keep men within the bounds of reason, as far as possible, so 
that they may live in peace and harmony. If this basic principle is removed, the 
whole fabric soon collapses. It is for the sovereign power alone, then, to have re- 
gard to these considerations, while it is for the subjects, as I have said, to carry out 
its orders and to acknowledge no other right but that which the sovereign power 
declares to be a right. 

Now perhaps it will be thought that in this way we are turning subjects into 
slaves, the slave being one who acts under orders and the free man one who does 
as he pleases. But this is not completely true, for the real slave is one who lives un- 
der pleasure’s sway and can neither see nor do what is for his own good, and only 
he is free who lives whole-heartedly under the sole guidance of reason.’ Action 
under orders—that is, obedience—is indeed to some extent an infringement of 
freedom, but it does not automatically make a man a slave; the reason for the ac- 
tion must enter into account. If the purpose of the action is not to the advantage 
of the doer but of him who commands, then the doer is a slave, and does not serve 
his own interest. But in a sovereign state where the welfare of the whole people, 
not the ruler, is the supreme law, he who obeys the sovereign power in all things 
should be called a subject, not a slave who does not serve his own interest. And 
so that commonwealth whose laws are based on sound reason is the most free, for 
there everybody can be free as he wills,* that is, he can live whole-heartedly un- 
der the guidance of reason. Similarly, although children are in duty bound to obey 
all the commands of their parents, they are not slaves; for the parents’ commands 
have as their chief aim the good of the children. We therefore recognise a great 
difference between a slave, a son, and a subject, who accordingly may be defined 
as follows. A slave is one who has to obey his master’s commands which look only 
to the interests of him who commands; a son is one who by his father’s command 
does what is to his own good; a subject is one who, by command of the sovereign 
power, acts for the common good, and therefore for his own good also. 

I think I have thus demonstrated quite clearly the basis of the democratic state, 
which I have elected to discuss before all others because it seemed the most natu- 
ral form of state, approaching most closely to that freedom which nature grants to 
every man. For in a democratic state nobody transfers his natural right to another 
so completely that thereafter he is not to be consulted; he transfers it to the ma- 
jority of the entire community of which he is part. In this way all men remain equal, 
as they were before in a state of nature. And there is this further reason why I have 
chosen to discuss at some length only this form of state: thereby my main purpose 
is best served, which is to discuss the benefits of freedom in a commonwealth. I 
therefore omit the discussion of the basic principles of other forms of government. 
To understand their right we do not now need to know how they have arisen, and 
frequently continue to arise, for this has been made abundantly clear from what 
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we have already proved. Whoever holds sovereign power, be it vested in one per- 
son or a few persons or in all the people, it is quite clear that to him belongs the 
sovereign right of commanding what he will. Furthermore, whoever transfers to 
another his power of self-defence, whether voluntarily or under compulsion, has 
fully ceded his natural right and has consequently resolved to obey the other ab- 
solutely in all matters; and this he is obliged to do without reservation, as long as 
the king, or the nobles, or the people retain the sovereign power they have received, 
which was the basis for the transference of right. I need say no more. 

Now that we have demonstrated the basis and right of the state, we can easily 
determine what is a citizen’s civil right, what is a wrong, and what is justice and 
injustice in a state; and then what is an ally, what is an enemy, and what is trea- 
son. By a citizen’s civil right we can only mean the freedom of every man to pre- 
serve himself in his present condition, a freedom determined by the edicts of the 
sovereign power and upheld by its authority alone. For when the individual has 
transferred to another the right to live as he pleases, a right which is limited only 
by his power—in other words, when he has transferred to another his freedom and 
power of self-defence—he is then bound to live entirely as the other directs and 
to trust in him entirely for his defence. 

A wrong occurs when a citizen or subject is forced to suffer some injury at the 
hands of another, contrary to his civil right, i.e. contrary to the edict of the sover- 
eign power. For a wrong cannot be conceived except in a civil condition, nor yet 
can a wrong be done to subjects by sovereign powers, whose right is not limited. 
Therefore it can occur only as between private citizens, who are bound by law not 
to injure one another. 

Justice is a set disposition to render to every man what is his by civil right. In- 
justice is to deprive a man, under the guise of legality, of what belongs to him by 
true interpretation of the law. These are also called equity and inequity, because 
those appointed to judge lawsuits are required to hold all men as equal without 
respect to persons, and to uphold equally everyone’s right, neither envying the rich 
nor despising the poor. 

Allies are the men of two states who, to avoid being exposed to the hazards of 
war or to gain some other advantage, pledge themselves to abstain from mutual 
aggression and to afford each other aid when occasion demands, each state still 
retaining its independence. This contract will remain in force for as long as its ba- 
sis—namely, the consideration of danger or advantage— persists; for nobody 
makes a contract, or is bound to abide by an agreement, except through hope of 
some good or apprehension of some evil. If the basis is removed, the agreement 
becomes void of itself, a fact abundantly illustrated by experience. For although 
two different states may make a treaty of mutual non-agegression, they nevertheless 
try as far as they can to prevent the other from becoming too powerful, and they 
place their trust in words only if they are well assured of the purpose and interest 
of each party in making the treaty. Without this assurance they fear a breach of 
faith, and rightly so. For who but a fool who knows nothing of the right of sover- 
eign powers will rest content with the words and promises of someone who main- 
tains the sovereign power and right to do whatever he pleases, one for whom the 
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welfare and advantage of his own state must be his supreme law? And even if piety 
and religion are taken into account, we shall still see that no one who holds the 
reins of government can, without doing wrong, abide by his promises to the harm 
of his country. For he cannot keep whatever promise he sees likely to be detri- 
mental to his country without violating his pledge to his subjects, a pledge by 
which he is most firmly bound, and whose fulfilment usually involves the most 
solemn promises. 

An enemy is one who lives outside the state on such terms that neither as an 
ally nor as a subject does he recognise its sovereignty. For it is not hatred but the 
state’s right that makes a man an enemy; and the state’s right against one who does 
not recognise its sovereignty by any kind of treaty is the same as its right against 
one who has done it an injury, for it can rightly compel him either to submit or 
to enter into alliance, by any means. 

Treason applies only in the case of subjects or citizens who by agreement, 
whether implicit or explicit, have transferred all their right to the state. A subject 
is said to have committed this crime if he has attempted for any reason to seize for 
himself the sovereign power’s right or to transfer it to another. I say ‘if he has at- 
tempted, for if men were to be condemned only after the deed was done, in most 
cases it would be too late for the state to try to do this after the seizure of its right 
or its transference to another. Again, I say without qualification ‘he who for any rea- 
son attempts to seize for himself the sovereign power’s right,’ thus making no dis- 
tinction between cases where either injury or gain to the entire state would have 
unquestionably resulted. Whatever be the reason for the attempt, he is guilty of 
treason and is rightly condemned. In war, indeed, there is complete agreement 
that this is fully justified. Ifa man leaves his post and approaches the enemy with- 
out his commander’s knowledge, even though he has ventured on this action with 
good intention—but nevertheless his own—and has overcome the enemy, he is 
rightly condemned to death because he has violated his oath and the commander’s 
right. Now it is not universally realised quite so clearly that all citizens without ex- 
ception are always bound by this right, yet the point at issue is exactly the same. 
For since the state must be preserved and governed solely by the policy of the sov- 
ereign power and it is covenanted that this right belongs absolutely to it alone, if 
anyone embarks on some undertaking of public concern on his own initiative and 
without the knowledge of the supreme council, he has violated the right of the sov- 
ereign power and is guilty of treason and is rightly and properly condemned, even 
if, as we have said, the state was sure to gain some advantage from his action. 

To remove the last shadow of doubt, it remains for us now to deal with the fol- 
lowing objection. Is not our earlier assertion, that everyone who is without the use 
of reason has the sovereign natural right in a state of nature to live by the laws of 
appetite, in clear contradiction with the divine law as revealed? For since all men 
without exception, whether or not they have the use of reason, are equally re- 
quired by God’s command to love their neighbour as themselves, we cannot, with- 
out doing wrong, inflict injury on another and live solely by the laws of appetite. 

However, we can easily answer this objection if we confine our attention to the 
state of nature only, for this is prior to religion in nature and in time. For nobody 
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knows by nature* that he has any duty to obey God. Indeed, this knowledge can- 
not be attained by any process of reasoning; one can gain it only by revelation con- 
firmed by signs. Therefore prior to revelation nobody can be bound by a divine 
law of which he cannot be aware. So a state of nature must not be confused with 
a state of religion; we must conceive it as being without religion and without law, 
and consequently without sin and without wrong, as we have in fact done, quot- 
ing Paul in confirmation. And it is not only in respect of men’s ignorance that we 
conceive the state of nature as prior to, and lacking, the revelation of God’s law, 
but also in respect of that freedom with which all men are born. For if men were 
by nature bound by the divine law, or if the divine law were a law by nature, there 
would have been no need for God to enter into a contract with men and to bind 
them by covenant and by oath. Therefore we must concede without qualification 
that the divine law began from the time when men by express covenant promised 
to obey God in all things, thereby surrendering, as it were, their natural freedom 
and transferring their right to God in the manner we described in speaking of the 
civil state. But I shall later treat of these matters at greater length. 

But we still have to meet the objection that sovereign powers are no less bound 
by this divine law than are their subjects, whereas we have said that they retain 
their natural right and are not restricted in their right. In order to dispose com- 
pletely of this difficulty, which originates from consideration of natural right 
rather than the state of nature, I assert that in a state of nature everyone is bound 
to live by the revealed law from the same motive as he is bound to live according 
to the dictates of sound reason, namely, that to do so is to his greater advantage 
and necessary for his salvation. He may refuse to do so, but at his own peril. He is 
thus bound to live according as he himself wills, and no other, and to acknowl- 
edge no man as judge or as rightful arbitrator over religion. This is the right, I say, 
that has been retained by the sovereign, who can indeed consult others but is not 
bound to acknowledge anyone as judge or any person but himself as claiming any 
right, except a prophet expressly sent by God and proving his mission by indis- 
putable signs. Yet not even then is he forced to acknowledge a human judge, but 
only God himself. And if the sovereign power refuses to obey God as revealed in 
his Law, he may do so to his own peril and hurt without any violation of right, civil 
or natural. For civil right depends only on his decree, while natural right depends 
on the laws of Nature, which are adapted not to religion (whose sole aim is the 
good of man) but to the order of Nature as a whole, that is, to God’s eternal de- 
cree, which is beyond our knowledge. This truth seems to have been glimpsed by 
those who maintain that man can sin against the revealed will of God, but not 
against the eternal decree by which he has pre-ordained all things. 

We may now be asked, “What if the sovereign’s command contravenes reli- 
gion and the obedience we have promised to God by express covenant? Should 
we obey the divine command or human command?” As I shall later be dealing 
with this question in more detail, I shall here make only this brief reply: we must 
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obey God before all things when we have a sure and indubitable revelation. But 
in matters of religion men are especially prone to go astray and contentiously ad- 
vance many ideas of their own devising, as is abundantly testified by experience. 
It is therefore quite clear that, if nobody were bound by right to obey the sover- 
eign power in those matters which he thinks to pertain to religion, the state’s right 
would then inevitably depend on judgments and feelings that vary with each in- 
dividual. For nobody would be bound by it if he considered it to be contrary to 
his own faith and superstitious belief, and so on this pretext everyone could as- 
sume unrestricted freedom to do as he pleases. Now since the right of the state 
is in this way utterly destroyed, it follows that it belongs completely to the sover- 
eign power, on whom alone both divine and natural right impose the duty of pre- 
serving and safeguarding the laws of the state, to make what decisions it thinks 
fit concerning religion, and all are bound by their pledged word, which God bids 
them keep inviolate, to obey the sovereign power’s decrees and commands in this 
matter. 

But if those at the head of government are heathens, we must either make no 
contract with them, resolving to suffer anything rather than to transfer our right 
to them; or, if we have made a contract transferring our right to them and thereby 
deprived ourselves of the right to defend ourselves and our religion, we are bound, 
or may be compelled, to obey them and keep our pledge. An exception is made 
in the case of one to whom God, by sure revelation, has promised his special help 
against the tyrant, or has given specific exemption. Thus we see that three young 
men alone out of all the Jews in Babylon refused to obey Nebuchadnezzar, being 
assured of God’s help. All the rest— with the exception of Daniel also, whom the 
king had worshipped—no doubt obeyed, being compelled by right, perhaps with 
the thought that they were given into the king’s hands by God’s decree, and that 
it was by God’s design that the king held and preserved his supreme dominion. 
On the other hand Eleazar? while his country still stood, resolved to give his 
people an example of steadfastness, so that by following him they would be 
encouraged to endure anything rather than allow their right and power to be trans- 
ferred to the Greeks, and would go to any lengths to avoid having to swear alle- 
giance to heathens. 

What I have said is confirmed by common experience. In the interests of greater 
security the rulers of Christian countries do not hesitate to make treaties with Turks 
and heathens, and to order those of their subjects who go to dwell with them not 
to assume more freedom in secular and religious matters than is specified in the 
treaty or is granted by the government concerned. This is clear from the treaty made 
by the Dutch with the Japanese, of which I have already made mention. 


8 [Spinoza will qualify somewhat this thesis in Chapter 20.] 

? [Spinoza ıs referring here to Eleazar, a brother of Judah Maccabee, whose family, the Hasmoneans, 
revolted against the Greek king of Syria and Mesopotamua, Antiochus (“Epiphanes”) IV in 166 B.c 
Although the Israelites were victorious, Eleazar was killed in battle. According to Josephus, he at- 
tacked an elephant on which he believed Antiochus was seated, and died when ıt fell upon him 
(Josephus, The Wars, 1.1 5; Jewish Antiquities, 12.6 1, 12 9 5) ] 
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It is demonstrated that nobody can, or need, transfer 
all his rights to the sovereign power. An account of the 
Hebrew state as it was in the time of Moses, and after 

his death before the institution of monarchy, and its 

success. Finally, the reasons why it came about that 
the theocratic state fell, and could scarcely have 
continued without civil strife 


The picture presented in the last chapter of the overriding right of sovereign pow- 
ers and the transference to them of the individual’s natural right, though it comes 
quite close to actual practice and can increasingly be realised in reality, must nev- 
ertheless remain in many respects no more than theory. Nobody can so com- 
pletely transfer to another all his right, and consequently his power, as to cease to 
be a human being, nor will there ever be a sovereign power that can do all it 
pleases. It would be vain to command a subject to hate one to whom he is in- 
debted for some service, to love one who has done him harm, to refrain from tak- 
ing offence at insults, from wanting to be free of fear, or from numerous similar 
things that necessarily follow from the laws of human nature. This is shown I 
think, quite clearly by actual experience; for men have never transferred their 
right and surrendered their power to another so completely that they were not 
feared by those very persons who received their right and power, and that the gov- 
ernment has not been in greater danger from its citizens, though deprived of their 
right, than from its external enemies. If men could in fact be so completely de- 
prived of their natural right as thereafter to be powerless* to do anything except 
by the will of those who hold the supreme right, then indeed the subjects of the 
most violent tyranny would be without resource, a condition which I imagine no 
one can possibly envisage. It must therefore be granted that the individual reserves 
to himself a considerable part of his right, which therefore depends on nobody's 
decision but his own. 

However, for a proper understanding of the extent of the government's right 
and power, it should be observed that the government’s power is not strictly con- 
fined to its power of coercion by fear, but rests on all the possible means by which 
it can induce men to obey its commands. It is not the motive for obedience, but 
the fact of obedience, that constitutes a subject. Whatever be the motives that 
prompt a man to carry out the commands of the sovereign power, whether it be 
fear of punishment, hope of reward, love of country or any other emotion, while 
it is he who makes the decision, he is nevertheless acting under the control of the 
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sovereign power. From the fact, then, that a man acts from his own decision, we 
should not forthwith conclude that his action proceeds from his own right, and 
not from the right of the government. For whether a man is urged by love or driven 
by fear of a threatened evil, since in both cases his action always proceeds from 
his own intention and decision, either there can be no such thing as sovereignty 
and right over subjects or else it must include all the means that contribute to 
men’s willingness to obey. Consequently, whenever a subject acts in accordance 
with the commands of the sovereign power, whether he is motivated by love, or 
fear, or (and this is more frequently the case) a mixture of hope and fear, or by rev- 
erence—which is an emotion compounded of fear and awe—or whatever be his 
motive, he acts from the ruler’s right, not from his own. 

This point is again clearly established from the fact that obedience is not so 
much a matter of outward act as internal act of mind. Therefore he who whole- 
heartedly resolves to obey another in all his commands is fully under another’s 
dominion, and consequently he who reigns over his subjects’ minds holds the 
most powerful dominion. If the strongest dominion were held by those who are 
most feared, then it would assuredly be held by tyrants’ subjects, for they are most 
feared by their tyrants. Then again, although command cannot be exercised over 
minds in the same way as over tongues, yet minds are to some degree under the 
control of the sovereign power, who has many means of inducing the great major- 
ity to believe, love, hate etc. whatever he wills. Thus, although it is not by direct 
command of the sovereign power that these results are produced, yet experience 
abundantly testifies they often proceed from the authoritative nature of his power 
and from his guidance, that is, from his right. Therefore there is no absurdity in 
conceiving men whose beliefs, love, hatred, contempt and every single emotion 
is under the sole control of the governing power. 

But although the right and power of government, when conceived in this way, 
are quite extensive, there can never be any government so mighty that those in 
command would have unlimited power to do anything they wish. This, I think, I 
have already clearly shown. As to the question of how, in spite of this, a state can 
be formed so as to achieve constant stability, I have already said that it is not my 
intention to discuss this. Still, in pursuing my theme, I shall draw attention to the 
means of achieving this end which Moses of old learned from divine revelation; 
then we shall consider the course taken by the history of the Jews, from which we 
shall eventually see what exactly are the most important concessions that sover- 
eign powers should make to their subjects to ensure the greater security and pros- 
perity of the state. 

Reason and experience tell us quite clearly that the preservation of the state 
depends mainly on the subjects’ loyalty and virtue and their steadfastness in car- 
rying out orders, but the means whereby they should be induced to persevere in 
their loyalty and virtue are not so readily apparent. For all, both rulers and ruled, 
are but men, and as such prone to forsake duty for pleasure.! Indeed, those who 
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have experienced the fickleness of the masses are almost reduced to despair; for 
the masses are governed solely by their emotions, not by reason; they rush wildly 
into everything, and are readily corrupted either by avarice or by luxurious living. 
Every single man thinks he knows everything, and wants to fashion the world to 
his liking; he considers things to be fair or unfair, right or wrong, according as he 
judges them to be to his profit or loss. Vanity makes him despise his equals, nor 
will he be guided by them. Through envy of superior fame or fortune—which is 
never equal for all men—he desires another’s misfortune and takes pleasure 
therein. There is no need for me to go through the whole catalogue, for everyone 
knows to what wickedness men are frequently persuaded by dissatisfaction with 
their lot and desire for change, by hasty anger, by disdain of poverty, and how their 
minds are engrossed and agitated by these emotions. 

To guard against all these dangers, to organise a state in such a way as leaves 
no place for wrongdoing, or better still, to frame such a constitution that every 
man, whatever be his character, will set public right before private advantage, this 
is the task, this the toil.2 The need to find a solution has driven men to devise 
many expedients, yet the position has never been attained where the state was not 
in greater danger from its citizens than from the external enemy, and where its 
rulers were not in greater fear of the former than the latter. Let Rome be witness, 
unconquerable by her enemies, yet so often conquered and wretchedly oppressed 
by her own citizens, and particularly in the civil war between Vespasian and Vitel- 
lius. (See Tacitus’ Histories, at the beginning of Book 4, where he describes the 
sad plight of the city.) Alexander, as Curtius says towards the end of Book 8, 
thought it a less exacting task to maintain prestige abroad than at home, believ- 
ing that his greatness might be destroyed by his own people. Fearing such a fate 
for himself, he besought his friends with these words: “Do you but keep me safe 
from internal treachery and domestic plots; I will fearlessly face the hazards of war 
and fighting. Philip was safer in battle than in the theatre. He often emerged un- 
scathed from the enemy’s violence: he could not escape from that of his own 
people. And if you reflect on the deaths of other kings, you will find more who 
died at the hands of their own people than at the hands of the enemy.” See Q. 
Curtius, Book 9, chapter 6. 

It was for this reason, then, to render themselves secure, that kings who in an- 
cient times seized power, tried to persuade men that they were descended from 
the immortal gods, thinking that if only their subjects and all men should regard 
them not as their equals but should believe them to be gods, they would willingly 
suffer their rule and would readily submit. Thus Augustus persuaded the Romans 
that he traced his origin to Aeneas, who was thought to be the son of Venus and 
ranked among the gods. He wanted to be worshipped with temples and godlike 
statues, with attendant flamens and priests (Tac. Ann. 1). Alexander wished to be 
saluted as the son of Jupiter, a wish that seems to have been motivated by policy 
rather than pride, as shown by his reply when attacked by Hermolaus. “It was,” he 
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said, “quite absurd for Hermolaus to demand of me that I should take no account 
of Jupiter, by whose oracle I am recognised. Am I responsible even for the answers 
of the gods? He offered me the name of son; to accept this” — note well!—”was by 
no means incongruous with the designs we are pursuing. Would that the Indians, 
too, might believe me to be a god! In war, prestige is an important factor, and a 
false belief has often done duty for truth” (Curtius, Book 8, chapter 8). In these 
few remarks he cleverly contrives to foist a deception on the ignorant, while at the 
same time hinting at the reason for the pretence. The same is true of Cleon’s 
speech, attempting to persuade the Macedonians to bow to the king’s demand. 
After giving pretence the gloss of truth by extolling Alexander’s deeds and re- 
viewing his achievements, he passes on to the question of expedience, as follows: 
“The Persians show wisdom as well as piety in worshipping their kings as gods, for 
majesty is the bulwark of the state’s security.” And he concludes by saying, “For 
my part, I will prostrate myself to the ground when the king enters the banquet. 
Others should do likewise, especially those endowed with wisdom” (Curtius, 
Book 8, chapter 5). 

But the Macedonians were too sensible, and only utter barbarians allow them- 
selves to be so blatantly deceived and to become slaves instead of subjects, with 
no interests of their own. Others, however, have succeeded more easily in 
convincing men that royalty is sacred and is God’s regent on earth, that it is es- 
tablished by God, not by the votes and consent of men, and is preserved and sus- 
tained by God’s special providence and help. Other ideas of this kind have been 
devised by monarchs for the security of their rule, but all these I pass over, and in 
order to reach my intended goal I shall confine myself, as I have said, to noting 
and examining only the things that Moses of old learned to this end by divine rev- 
elation. 

We have already said in Chapter 5 that, after their departure from Egypt, the 
Hebrews were no longer bound by the laws of any other nation, but were free to 
establish new laws as they pleased, and to occupy whatever lands they wished. For 
after their liberation from the intolerable oppression of the Egyptians, being 
bound by no covenant to any mortal man they regained their natural right over 
everything that lay within their power, and every man could decide afresh whether 
to retain it or to surrender it and transfer it to another. Finding themselves thus 
placed in this state of nature, they hearkened to Moses, in whom they all placed 
the greatest confidence, and resolved to transfer their right not to any mortal man, 
but to God alone. Without much hesitation they all promised, equally and with 
one voice, to obey God absolutely in all his commands and to acknowledge no 
other law but that which he should proclaim as such by prophetic revelation. Now 
this promise, or transference of right to God, was made in the same way as we have 
previously conceived it to be made in the case of an ordinary community when 
men decide to surrender their natural right. For it was by express covenant and 
oath (Exod. ch. 24 v. 7) that they surrendered their natural right and transferred 
it to God, which they did freely, not by forcible coercion or fear of threats. Fur- 
thermore, to ensure that the covenant should be fixed and binding with no sus- 
picion of deceit, God made no covenant with them until they had experienced 
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his wonderful power which alone had saved them, and which alone might save 
them in time to come (Exod. ch. 19 v. 4, 5). For it was through this very belief, 
that God’s power alone could save them, that they transferred to God all their nat- 
ural power of self-preservation—which they probably thought they themselves 
had hitherto possessed—and consequently all their right. 

It was God alone, then, who held sovereignty over the Hebrews, and so this 
state alone, by virtue of the covenant, was rightly called the kingdom of God, and 
God was also called the king of the Hebrews. Consequently, the enemies of this 
state were the enemies of God; citizens who aimed to seize the sovereignty were 
guilty of treason against God, and the laws of the state were the laws and com- 
mands of God. So in this state civil law and religion—which we have shown to 
consist only in obedience to God—were one and the same thing; the tenets of re- 
ligion were not just teachings but laws and commands; piety was looked upon as 
justice, impiety as crime and injustice. He who forsook his religion ceased to be 
a citizen and by that alone became an enemy, and he who died for his religion 
was regarded as having died for his country. In short, there was considered to be 
no difference whatsoever between civil law and religion. Hence this form of gov- 
ernment could be called a theocracy, its citizens being bound only by such law as 
was revealed by God. However, all this was a matter of theory rather than fact, for 
in reality the Hebrews retained their sovereign right completely, as will become 
clear when I describe the manner and method of the government of this state, 
which I now intend to set forth. 

Since the Hebrews did not transfer their right to any other man, but, as in a 
democracy, they all surrendered their right on equal terms, crying with one voice, 
“Whatever God shall speak, we shall do” (no one being named as mediator), it 
follows that this covenant left them all completely equal, and they all had an equal 
right to consult God, to receive and interpret his laws; in short, they all shared 
equally in the government of the state. It was for this reason, then, that on the first 
occasion they all approached God on equal terms to hear what he wished to com- 
mand. But on this first appearance before God they were so terrified and so thun- 
derstruck at hearing God speak that they thought their last hour had come. So, 
overwhelmed with fear they went to Moses again, saying, “Behold, we have heard 
God speaking in the midst of the fire; now therefore why should we die? For this 
great fire will surely consume us; if again we are to hear the voice of God, we shall 
surely die. Go thou near therefore, and hear all that our God shall say. And speak 
thou (not God) to us. All that God shall speak unto thee, we shall hear and do 
(Exod. ch. 20 v. 18).” 

By this they clearly abrogated the first covenant, making an absolute transfer 
to Moses of their right to consult God and to interpret his decrees. For at this point 
what they promised was not, as before, to obey all that God should speak to them, 
but what God should speak to Moses. (See Deut. ch. 5 after the Decalogue, and 
ch. 18 v. 15, 16.) Therefore Moses was left as the sole lawgiver and interpreter of 
God’s laws, and thus also the supreme judge, whom no one could judge, and who 
alone acted on God’s behalf among the Hebrews, that is, held the supreme king- 
ship, since he alone had the right to consult God, to give God’s answers to the 
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people, and to compel them to obey. He alone, I say, for if anyone during Moses’ 
lifetime sought to make any proclamation in God’s name, even if he were a true 
prophet he was nevertheless guilty of claiming the supreme sovereignty (Num. 
ch. 1] v. 28).* 

Here we should observe that although the people chose Moses, they had no 
right to choose his successor. For as soon as they transferred to Moses their right 
to consult God and promised without reservation to regard him as the divine or- 
acle, they completely lost all their right and were bound to accept as chosen by 
God whichever successor Moses should choose. Now if Moses had chosen a suc- 
cessor to have, like himself, complete control over the state, that is, the right to 
consult God alone in his tent, and consequently the authority to make and repeal 
laws, to make decisions on war and peace, to send envoys, to appoint judges, to 
choose a successor, in short, to exercise all the functions of a sovereign, the state 
would have become simply a monarchy. There would have been no difference 
but this, that ordinarily a monarchy is ruled in accordance with a decree of God 
which is hidden even from the monarch, whereas the Hebrew state would be, or 
should have been, ruled in a definite way by God’s decree revealed to the 
monarch alone. This difference does not diminish the monarch’s dominion and 
right over all his subjects; on the contrary, it increases it. As for the people, in both 
cases they are equally subject and equally ignorant of God’s decree, for in both 
cases they are dependent on what the monarch says, understanding from him 
alone what is right and what is wrong. And by believing that the monarch issues 
commands only in accordance with God’s decree as revealed to him, the people 
would in fact be more, not less, under the monarch’s dominion. However, Moses 
appointed no such successor, but left the state to be so governed by those who 
came after him that it could be called neither a democracy nor an aristocracy nor 
a monarchy, but a theocracy. While the right to interpret the laws and to prom- 
ulgate God’s answers was vested in one man, the right and power to govern the 
state in accordance with laws thus expounded and answers thus made known was 
vested in another. See Num. ch. 27 v. 21.** For a clearer understanding of this 
situation, I shall explain in an orderly way how the whole state was governed. 

First, the people were commanded to build a dwelling to serve as the palace 
of God, the state’s supreme sovereign. This palace was to be built at the expense 
not of one man but of the entire people, so that the dwelling where God was to 
be consulted should belong to the nation as a whole. The Levites were chosen to 
be the courtiers and administrators of this palace of God, while Aaron, the brother 
of Moses, was chosen to be at their head, in second place, as it were, to God their 
king, to be succeeded by his sons by hereditary right. Therefore Aaron, as next to 
God, was the supreme interpreter of God’s laws, giving the people the answers of 
the divine oracle and entreating God on the people’s behalf. Now if, along with 
these functions, he had held the right of issuing commands, his position would 
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have been that of an absolute monarch. But this right was denied him, and in gen- 
eral the whole tribe of Levi was so completely divested of civil rights that they did 
not have even a legal share of territory, like the other tribes, to provide them at 
least with a livelihood. Moses ordained that they should be maintained by the rest 
of the people, yet always be held in the highest honour by the common people as 
the only tribe dedicated to God. 

Next, a military force was formed from the remaining twelve tribes, and they 
were ordered to invade the land of Canaan and to divide it into twelve parts which 
would be allocated to the tribes by lot. For this task twelve captains were chosen, 
one from each tribe, who, together with Joshua and the high priest Eleazar, were 
given the right to divide the territory into twelve equal parts to be allocated by lot. 
Joshua was chosen as commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and he alone had 
the right in emergencies to consult God, not, however, like Moses, alone in his 
tent or in the tabernacle, but through the mediation of the high priest, to whom 
alone God’s answers were given. Furthermore, Joshua alone had the authority to 
promulgate God’s commands as told him by the high priest and to compel the 
people’s obedience, to devise and apply the means of executing these commands, 
to choose from the armed forces whom he wished and as many as he wished, to 
send envoys in his own name; in short, the complete control of war was in his 
hands alone. There was no successor to his position by hereditary right; only at a 
time of national emergency was one chosen, and then only by God’s direct inter- 
vention. At all other times all matters concerning war and peace were in the hands 
of the captains of the tribes, as I shall presently show. Finally, all men between 
the ages of twenty and sixty were ordered to bear arms and to form armies recruited 
only from the people, which swore allegiance not to the commander-in-chief nor 
to the high priest, but to their religion and to God. They were thus called the 
armies and hosts of God, and correspondingly God was called by the Hebrews the 
Lord of Hosts. It was for this reason that in great battles on whose issue depended 
victory or defeat for the whole people the ark of the covenant was borne in the 
midst of the army, so that on seeing their king in their midst, as it were, the people 
would fight with all their might. 

From these commands left by Moses to his successors we can plainly see that 
it was ministers, not masters of the state, that Moses appointed. To no one did he 
give the right to consult God in solitude and wherever he wished, and therefore 
to no one did he give the authority, which he himself possessed, to make and 
repeal laws, to decide on war and peace, and to choose men for religious and 
secular office, all these being the prerogative of a sovereign. The high priest did 
indeed have the right to interpret the laws and to deliver God’s answers, but only 
when requested by the commander-in-chief or the supreme council or similar au- 
thorities, and not whenever he wished, like Moses. On the other hand the com- 
mander-in-chief and the councils could consult God whenever they wished but 
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could receive God’s answers only from the high priest. Therefore God’s words as 
given by the priest were not decrees, as when given by Moses, but only answers; 
only when accepted by Joshua and the councils did they have the force of com- 
mands and decrees. Moreover, the high priest who received God’s answers from 
God possessed no armed force and held no rightful command, while those who 
had the right to the possession of land did not have the right to make laws. 

Then again, the high priest, in the case both of Aaron and his son Eleazar, was 
indeed chosen by Moses; but after the death of Moses nobody had the right to 
choose the high priest; son succeeded father by hereditary right. The com- 
mander-in-chief was also appointed by Moses, and assumed his office not by 
virtue of the high priest’s right, but by the right of Moses granted to him. So on 
the death of Joshua the high priest did not choose anyone in his place, nor did 
the captains consult God on the question of a new commander. Each captain re- 
tained Joshua’s command over the military force of his own tribe, and they all 
collectively took over Joshua’s command over the entire military force. There 
seems to have been no need for a commander-in-chief except when they had to 
join forces against a common enemy, a circumstance which occurred mainly in 
Joshua’s time when not all the tribes had as yet a fixed territory and everything 
was held in common. But when all the tribes had divided among themselves 
those territories which they held by right of conquest and those which it was their 
mission yet to conquer, and all things were no longer held in common, thereby 
there ceased to be any reason for a common commander; for as a result of the al- 
location the different tribes must have been regarded as confederated states rather 
than as fellow citizens. With respect to God and religion they must indeed have 
been regarded as fellow citizens, but in respect of the right of one tribe as against 
another they were only members of a confederation, in much the same position 
(disregarding the common temple) as the High Confederated Estates of the 
Netherlands. For the division into shares of property held in common simply im- 
plies that each member now owns his share alone, the others having surrendered 
their right to that particular share. This, then, was Moses’ purpose in appointing 
captains of the tribes, that after the division of the state each captain should as- 
sume control over his own part, including the right to consult God through the 
high priest about the affairs of his own tribe, to command his own military forces, 
to found and fortify cities, to appoint judges in each city, to attack the enemies of 
his own particular state, in short, to carry out all the duties of war and peace. He 
was not required to recognise any other judge than God* or a prophet expressly 
sent by God. If he rebelled against God, it was the duty of the other tribes to at- 
tack him as an enemy who had violated the terms of his agreement, not to pass 
judgment on him as a subject. 

That this was the situation is exemplified in Scripture. After Joshua’s death it 
was the children of Israel who consulted God, not a new commander-in-chief. 
Now when it was learnt that it fell to the tribe of Judah to be the first to attack its 
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enemy, this tribe alone made an agreement with the tribe of Simeon to join forces 
in attacking their common enemies. The other tribes were not included in this 
agreement (Judges ch. 1 v. 1, 2, 3); each tribe waged war separately (as we are told 
in the same chapter) against its own enemy, imposing terms of submission and al- 
liance on whom it would, although they had been commanded to spare no one 
on any terms and to destroy them utterly. For this sin they were no doubt reproved, 
but nobody was in a position to call them to account. It was not for such reasons 
that the tribes began to take up arms against one another and to interfere in an- 
other’s affairs. But the tribe of Benjamin, which had wronged other tribes and had 
so violated the bond of peace that none of the confederates could lodge safely 
among them, was attacked as an enemy, and after three battles the victors slaugh- 
tered them all indiscriminately, guilty and innocent alike, by right of war, a deed 
which they later bewailed with a repentance that came too late. 

These examples plainly confirm what we have just said regarding the right of 
each tribe. But perhaps the question will be raised—who appointed the successor 
to the captains of each tribe? Now on this point I cannot find anything definite in 
Scripture itself, but I conjecture that, since each tribe was divided into families 
whose heads were chosen from their more senior members, the senior of these suc- 
ceeded by right to the office of captain. For it was from the seniors that Moses chose 
his seventy colleagues to sit with him on the supreme council. Those who had 
charge of the government after Joshua’s death are called ‘elders’ in Scripture; and, 
finally, the use of the word ‘elders’ to mean judges was a common practice among 
the Hebrews, as I think everyone knows. But for our purpose it matters little if this 
point remains undecided; it is enough to have shown that after Moses’ death no 
one exercised all the functions of a sovereign. The management of affairs was not 
entirely in the hands of one man, or one council, or the people; some affairs were 
managed by one tribe and others by the rest, with equal right in each case. Thus 
it clearly follows that after Moses’ death the state was left neither as a monarchy 
nor an aristocracy nor a democracy, but, as we have said, a theocracy, and for the 
following reasons. First, the royal seat of government was the temple, and it was 
only in respect of the temple that all the tribes were fellow citizens, as we have 
shown. Secondly, all their citizens had to swear allegiance to God, their supreme 
judge, to whom alone they had promised absolute obedience in all things. Finally, 
when a commander-in-chief was needed, he was chosen only by God. This is what 
Moses explicitly foretold to the people in God’s name in Deut. ch. 18 v. 15, and 
was confirmed in actual fact by the choosing of Gideon, Samson and Samuel. 
Hence we cannot have any doubt that the other faithful leaders were also chosen 
in like manner, even though this is not expressly stated in the narrative. 

Our survey being now complete, it is time for us to see how far a constitution 
framed on these lines was able to exercise control over men’s minds and to so re- 
strain both rulers and ruled that neither would the latter rebel nor the former be- 
come tyrants. 

Those who govern the state or hold the reins of power always strive to cloak 
with a show of legality whatever wrong they commit, persuading the people that 
this action was right and proper; and this they can easily achieve when the inter- 
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pretation of the law is entirely in their hands. For this in itself undoubtedly affords 
them the greatest latitude in doing whatever they want and whatever their appetite 
suggests, whereas they are largely deprived of this freedom if the right to interpret 
the laws is vested in somebody else, and likewise if the true interpretation of the 
laws is so obvious that it is not open to doubt. This makes it clear that the captains 
of the Hebrews found their scope for transgression severely curtailed by the fact 
that the entire right to interpret the laws was assigned to the Levites (Deut. ch. 21 
v. 5) who had no share either in the administration of the state or in its territory, 
and who saw their entire welfare and prestige dependent on a true interpretation 
of the law. Furthermore, the entire populace was required to assemble at an ap- 
pointed place every seventh year to learn the laws from the priest, and in addition 
everyone was expected to read and re-read the book of the Law on his own, con- 
stantly and with the utmost concentration. See Deut. ch. 31 v. 9 etc. and ch. 6 v. 
7. Thus, if only in their own interests, the captains had to take great care to gov- 
ern entirely in accordance with laws laid down and familiar to all, if they wished 
to enjoy the highest esteem of a people who would then revere them as ministers 
of God’s kingdom and as God’s vice-regents. If they acted otherwise they must 
have inevitably encountered the bitterest hatred —such as religious hatred is wont 
to be—on the part of their subjects. 

Among other considerations that restrained the unbridled licence of the cap- 
tains was one of considerable importance, in that the armed forces were recruited 
from the whole citizen body with no exceptions between the ages of twenty and 
sixty, and that the captains were not allowed to hire foreign mercenaries. This, I 
repeat, was of considerable importance, for it is a fact that rulers can subjugate a 
people simply by means of hired mercenaries, while there is nothing they fear 
more than the independence of a citizen soldiery who have won freedom and 
glory for their country by their valour, their toil, and the heavy price of blood. It 
was for this reason that when Alexander was about to fight his second battle against 
Darius, he refrained from rebuking Parmenio on hearing his advice, but instead 
rebuked Polypercon, who was merely supporting Parmenio. For, as Curtius says 
in Book 4, chapter 13, having recently rebuked Parmenio more severely than he 
might have wished, he did not venture to castigate him again. Nor was he able to 
suppress the Macedonians’ freedom —of which, as I have already said, he was in 
great fear—until he had increased the number of troops recruited from prisoners 
of war far above the level of the Macedonians. Only then could he give rein to the 
vicious propensities that had long been held in check by the independence of his 
best countrymen. Now if this independence of a citizen soldiery can restrain the 
rulers of a secular state who usually claim for themselves all the credit for victo- 
ries, it must have exercised far greater restraint on the Hebrew captains whose sol- 
diers fought not for their captain’s glory, but for the glory of God, and who did not 
join battle until they had received God’s assent. 

Another check on the Hebrew captains was the fact that religion was the only 
tie that bound them all together. Therefore if one of them transgressed against re- 
ligion and began to violate individual rights given by God, the others could treat 
him as an enemy and lawfully subdue him. 


545 


546 


Theological-Political Treatise 


A third check was afforded by the fear of the appearance of a new prophet. If 
a man of proven virtue could show by certain acknowledged signs that he was a 
prophet, he thereby, like Moses, assumed the supreme right to command in the 
name of God to him alone revealed, not consulted only through the mediation of 
a priest, as was the case with the captains. And there is no doubt that if the people 
were oppressed, such prophets could easily gain support, and by signs of no great 
significance they could convince the people of whatever they wished. On the 
other hand, if the government were properly conducted, the captain could en- 
sure in good time that the prophet should first stand before him to be examined 
as to whether he was of proven virtue, whether he possessed sure and indubitable 
signs of his mission, and whether his message in God’s name was consistent with 
the accepted teachings and common laws of his country. If his signs were less than 
satisfactory, or his teaching innovatory, he could rightly be condemned to death. 
In the other event, he was accepted only on the captain’s authority and testimony. 

Fourthly, there was the fact that the captain had no superiority over others by 
nobility of descent or right of birth; the government of the state was in his hands 
only by reason of his age and qualities. 

Finally, the captains and the entire armed force did not have any reason to pre- 
fer war to peace. The army, as we have said, was entirely a citizen force, and there- 
fore matters of both war and peace were in the same hands. Thus the soldier in 
the camp was a citizen in the forum, the officer in the camp was a judge in the 
law-court, and the commander-in-chief in the camp was a ruler in civil life. There- 
fore nobody could want war for war’s sake, but only for the sake of peace and the 
defence of freedom; and possibly the captain refrained from new ventures as far 
as he could so as to avoid having to approach the high priest and stand before him 
to the detriment of his dignity. So much, then, for the reasons that kept the cap- 
tains within due bounds. 

We must now consider what were the restraints on the people, though these 
are also plainly indicated by the basic principles of the state. Even a cursory ex- 
amination will at once reveal that these must have kindled such an ardent pa- 
triotism in the hearts of the citizens that it could never enter anyone’s mind to 
betray or desert his country; on the contrary, they must all have been of such a 
mind as to suffer death rather than a foreign yoke. For having transferred their 
right to God, believing that their kingdom was God’s kingdom and that they alone 
were God’s children, while the other nations were God’s enemies for whom they 
therefore felt an implacable hatred (for this, too, they believed to be a mark of 
piety; see Psalm 139 v. 21, 22), they could think of nothing more abhorrent than 
to swear allegiance and promise obedience to a foreigner, and they could con- 
ceive of nothing more wicked and abominable than to betray their country, that 
is, the very kingdom of the God whom they worshipped. Indeed, it was regarded 
as utterly disgraceful even to emigrate, for the religious rites which it was their 
constant duty to practise could be performed only on their native soil; it alone was 
held to be holy ground, the rest of the world being unclean and profane. It was 
for this reason that David, when driven into exile, complained to Saul in these 
words: “If those who stir thee up against me be men, they are accursed, for they 
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shut me out from walking in the inheritance of the Lord, saying, “Go and worship 
other gods.” For the same reason—and this is here specially noteworthy—no 
citizen was condemned to exile; for the wrongdoer does indeed deserve to be pun- 
ished, but not to be outraged. 

Therefore the patriotism of the Hebrews was not simply patriotism but piety, 
and this, together with hatred for other nations, was so fostered and nourished by 
their daily ritual that it inevitably became part of their nature. For their daily wor- 
ship was not merely quite different, making them altogether unique and com- 
pletely distinct from other peoples, but also utterly opposed to others. Hence this 
daily invective, as it were, was bound to engender a lasting hatred of a most deep- 
rooted kind, since it was a hatred that had its source in strong devotion or piety 
and was believed to be a religious duty—for that is the bitterest and most persist- 
ent of all kinds of hatred. And this was reinforced by the universal cause of the 
continuous growth of hatred, to wit, the reciprocation of hatred; for the other na- 
tions inevitably held them in bitter hatred in return. 

How all these factors—their freedom from human rule, their devotion to their 
country, their absolute right against all others and a hatred that was not only per- 
missible but a religious duty, the hostility of all around them, their distinctive cus- 
toms and rites—how all these factors, I say, combined to fortify the hearts of the 
Hebrews to endure all things for their country with unexampled steadfastness and 
valour, is confirmed by reason and attested by experience. Never while their city 
stood could they long endure foreign dominion, and that was why Jerusalem was 
wont to be called the rebellious city (Ezra ch. 4 v. 12, 15). It was with the great- 
est difficulty that the Romans succeeded in destroying their second state (a mere 
shadow of the first, the priests having usurped the right to govern), as Tacitus bears 
witness in these words in Histories, Book 2: “Vespasian had brought to an end the 
Jewish War except for the siege of Jerusalem, a task rendered more severe and dif- 
ficult by the character of the people and the obstinacy of their superstitious be- 
liefs rather than by the sufficiency of their resources to endure the hardships of a 
siege.” 

But beside these factors, whose influence is a matter of subjective assessment, 
there was another feature of this state, peculiar to it and of indisputable weight, 
which must have been most effective in deterring citizens from contemplating 
defection and from ever wanting to desert their country, to wit, the motive of self- 
interest, the strength and life of all human action. This, I say, was a feature pecu- 
liar to this state. Nowhere else did citizens have stronger right to their possessions 
than did the subjects of this state, who had an equal share with the captain in lands 
and fields, and were each the owners of their share in perpetuity. For if any man 
was compelled by poverty to sell his farm or field, it had to be restored to him 
when the jubilee came round, and there were other similar enactments to pre- 
vent the alienation of real estate. Then again, nowhere could poverty have been 
lighter to endure than there, where charity to one’s neighbour, that is, to one’s fel- 
low citizen, was a duty to be practised with the utmost piety so as to gain the favour 
of God, their king. Thus the Hebrew citizens could enjoy a good life only in their 
own country; abroad they could expect only hurt and humiliation. 
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Moreover, the following considerations were particularly effective not only in 
keeping them in their native land but also in avoiding civil war and in removing 
the causes of strife, namely, that no man served his equal, but only God, that char- 
ity and love towards one’s fellow citizen was regarded as a supreme religious duty 
and was fostered to no small degree by the common hatred they had for other na- 
tions, and other nations for them. A further important factor was their training in 
strict obedience, imposing the duty of following a definite prescribed law in all 
that they did. A man might not plough when he pleased, but only at fixed times 
and seasons, and then with only one kind of animal at a time; likewise, he might 
sow and reap only in a certain way and ata certain time. To sum up, their life was 
one long schooling in obedience (see Chapter 5 regarding ceremonial practices). 
Therefore to men so habituated to it obedience must have appeared no longer as 
bondage, but freedom. From this it must also have followed that nobody desired 
what was forbidden and all desired what was commanded, an attitude consider- 
ably encouraged by the requirement to give themselves up to rest and rejoicing at 
certain seasons of the year, not for self-indulgence, but to serve God with a cheer- 
ful heart. Three times a year they feasted before the Lord (Deut. ch. 16). On the 
seventh day of every week they had to cease from all work and give themselves 
over to rest; and in addition to these, other times were appointed when innocent 
rejoicing and feasting were not merely permitted but enjoined. In my opinion no 
more effective means can be devised to influence men’s minds, for nothing can 
so captivate the mind as joy springing from devotion, that is, love mingled with 
awe. Nor was there much likelihood that repetition would bring about boredom; 
the ceremonial appointed for feast days recurred only at lengthy intervals and was 
varied in character. Furthermore, there was their deep reverence for their temple 
because of its special rites and the ceremonies required before one was allowed to 
enter, a reverence which they most religiously preserved at all times, so that even 
today Jews cannot read without the deepest horror of Manasseh’s crime in daring 
to introduce an idol into the very temple. No less was the people’s reverence for 
the Law, which was most zealously guarded in the inmost shrine. Hence in this 
state there was little danger of murmurings and unorthodoxy on the part of the 
people. No one ventured to pass judgment in matters of religion; they had to obey 
all that was commanded them on the authority of God’s answer received in the 
temple, or of the Law established by God, without any resort to reason. 

I have thus, I think, set forth quite clearly, though briefly, the main features of 
the Hebrew state. It now remains for me to enquire into the reasons why the He- 
brews so frequently forsook the Law, and why they were so many times conquered, 
and why it came about in the end that their state was utterly destroyed. Perhaps 
at this point it will be suggested that this resulted from the stubbornness of the 
race. However, this is a foolish suggestion, for why was this nation more stubborn 
than others? Was it by nature? But surely nature creates individuals, not nations, 
and it is only difference of language, of laws, and of established customs that di- 
vides individuals into nations. And only the last two, laws and customs, can be the 
source of the particular character, the particular mode of life, the particular set of 
attitudes that signalise each nation. So if it had to be allowed that the Hebrews 
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were stubborn beyond other mortals, this would have to be attributed to the de- 
fectiveness of their laws or of their established customs. It is, of course, true that 
if God had willed their state to be of longer duration, he would also have given 
them laws and ordinances of a different kind and would have established a dif- 
ferent mode of government. So we can only say that their God was angry with 
them, not only, as Jeremiah says in chapter 32 verse 21, from the foundation of 
their city, but right from the time when their laws were ordained. Ezekiel, too, 
makes the same point in chapter 20 verse 25, where he says: “I gave them also 
statutes that were not good and judgments whereby they should not live, in that 
I polluted them in their gifts by rejecting all that opened the womb (that is, the 
firstborn) so that I might make them desolate, to the end that they might know 
that I am the Lord.” 

In order that we may rightly understand these words and the cause of the de- 
struction of the state, we should observe that it had first been intended to entrust 
the entire ministry of religion to the firstborn, not to the Levites (Num. ch. 8 v. 
17); but when all except the Levites had worshipped the calf, the firstborn were 
rejected as defiled and the Levites were chosen in their place (Deut. ch. 10 v. 8). 
The more I consider the change, the more I am forced to exclaim in the words of 
Tacitus, “At that time, God’s concern was not for their security, but for 
vengeance.”* J cannot sufficiently marvel that such was the wrath of heaven? that 
God framed their very laws, whose sole end should always be the honour, welfare 
and security of the people, with the intention of avenging himself and punishing 
the people, with the result that their laws appeared to them to be not so much 
laws — that is, the safeguard of the people—as penalties and punishments. All the 
gifts that they were required to make to the Levites and priests, as likewise the com- 
pulsory redemption of their firstborn by a payment to the Levites for each one, 
and the fact that the Levites alone were privileged to perform the sacred rites— 
all this was a constant reminder of their defilement and rejection. Then again, the 
Levites were continually finding occasion to rebuke them, for among so many 
thousands of people one may well imagine there were many would-be theologians 
making themselves a nuisance. As a result, the people were keen to keep watch 
over the Levites—who were no doubt just human —and, as often happens, to ac- 
cuse them all for the misdeeds of one. Hence there were continual murmurings, 
culminating in a sense of resentment at having to maintain in idleness men who 
were unpopular and unrelated to them by blood, especially when food was dear. 
Little wonder, then, that in times of peace when there were no more striking mir- 
acles and no men of unquestionable authority appeared on the scene, the people’s 
morale began to fail through discontent and greed, and eventually they looked for 
change, forsaking a worship which, although worship of God, nevertheless in- 
volved their humiliation and was also the object of suspicion. Little wonder that 
their rulers—and rulers are always seeking ways to keep for themselves supreme 
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sovereignty over the state— made every concession to the people and introduced 
new forms of worship, with the view to securing the people’s favour and alienat- 
ing them from the high priest. 

Now if the constitution of the state had been as first intended, all the tribes 
would have enjoyed equal right and honour, and the whole structure of the state 
would have been quite sound. For who would have wished to violate the sacred 
right of their own kinsfolk? What more could they have wanted than to maintain 
their own kinsfolk, their brothers and fathers, as a religious duty, to be taught by 
them the interpretation of the laws, and to await God’s answers from them. More- 
over, if all the tribes had preserved equal right to the sacred offices, they would 
thus have remained far more closely united. Even so, there would still have been 
no dangerous consequences if the election of the Levites had been inspired by 
anything other than anger and revenge. However, as I have said, their God was 
angry with them, and, to repeat the words of Ezekiel, he polluted them in their 
gifts by rejecting all that opened the womb, so as to make them desolate. 

The historical narratives themselves provide further confirmation of this view. 
As soon as the people found themselves with abundant leisure in the wilderness, 
many of them, of no mean standing, began to resent this election, and found in 
this a reason for believing that Moses was acting not by divine decree, but at his 
own pleasure, in that he had chosen his own tribe before all others and had be- 
stowed on his own brother the office of high priest in perpetuity. They therefore 
went to him, raising a tumult and crying that all were equally holy and that it was 
wrong for him to be exalted above all others.° In no way could Moses pacify them, 
but a miracle intervened as a sign of his faithfulness, and they were all wiped out. 
Then came a new and widespread revolt of the entire people, who believed that 
the men had perished not by God’s judgment but by the devising of Moses. When 
a great disaster or plague had at last reduced them to exhaustion, he succeeded in 
pacifying them, but their condition was such that they all preferred death to life. It 
would therefore be truer to say of that time that there was a cessation of rebellion 
rather than a restoration of harmony. This is confirmed by the words of Scripture 
in Deuteronomy chapter 31 verse 21, where, after foretelling that the people would 
fall away from the practice of their religion after his death, God says to Moses, “For 
I know their desire, and what they are about this day, even before I have brought 
them to the land which I swore.” And a little later Moses speaks thus to the people, 
“For I know thy rebellion and thy stiff neck. If while I have lived among you ye 
have been rebellious against the Lord, how much more after my death.” 

And this is what in fact occurred, as we know. There ensued great changes, un- 
bounded licence, self-indulgence and sloth, leading to a general decline until, af 
ter being frequently subjugated, they came to open rupture with divine rule and 
sought a mortal king, making the seat of government a court rather than a tem- 
ple, with all the tribes no longer retaining a common citizenship on the basis of 
the divine rule and the priesthood, but by allegiance to a king. But here was am- 
ple material for fresh sedition, which led ultimately to the downfall of the entire 
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state. For what can be more intolerable to kings than to rule by sufferance, and to 
allow a dominion within their dominion? The first kings to be chosen from pri- 
vate station were content with the rank to which they had been elevated, but when 
their sons succeeded by hereditary right they gradually began to bring about ex- 
tensive changes so as to hold the absolute sovereignty in their own hands alone. 
This they lacked to a considerable extent as long as control over the laws was ex- 
ercised not by them but by the high priest, who guarded the laws in the sanctuary 
and interpreted them to the people. Thus the kings were bound by the laws no 
less than their subjects, and had no right to repeal them or to enact new laws of 
equal authority. A further contributory factor was that the right of the Levites de- 
barred kings just as much as their subjects from administering the sacred rites: 
they were equally unholy. Lastly, there was the fact that the security of their rule 
depended solely on the will of one man, who was seen as a prophet. Of this last 
they had seen examples, such as the emphatic independence shown by Samuel 
in giving orders to Saul, and the facility with which he was able to transfer the sov- 
ereignty to David because of a single fault. Therefore they saw an empire within 
their empire, and they ruled on sufferance. 

To overcome these restrictions they permitted other temples to be dedicated to 
the gods to avoid further occasion to consult the Levites, and then they sought out 
other men to prophesy in God’s name, so as to have prophets to counter the true 
prophets. But their various attempts never succeeded in achieving their aims. For 
the prophets, always resourceful, awaited their opportunity in the rule of a suc- 
cessor, which is always precarious as long as the memory of his predecessor re- 
mains fresh. Then, by their divine authority, they could readily induce someone 
hostile to the king and of high repute to champion the divine right and claim the 
sovereignty, or some portion of it, by right. Yet the prophets in their turn met with 
no great success by these methods; for even though they removed a tyrant, the 
causes of tyranny remained. Thus they merely succeeded in installing a new 
tyrant at the cost of much citizen blood. There was no end, then, to discord and 
civil wars, but the causes which led to the violation of the divine law were always 
the same, and could be removed only along with the whole constitution. 

We have now seen in what manner religion was introduced into the Hebrew 
commonwealth, and how the state might have lasted indefinitely if the just anger 
of the lawgiver had allowed it to continue in its original form. But since this was 
impossible, it was bound eventually to come to an end. I have here been dis- 
cussing only the first state; the second” was a mere shadow of the first, in that 
people were bound by the right of the Persians to whom they were subject, and 
after the restoration of independence the priests usurped the right of government, 
thereby holding absolute power. Hence the priests became inflamed with the de- 
sire to combine secular and religious rule. For this reason I have thought it un- 


7 [The destruction of the Temple in 586 B c. by the Babylonians ıs commonly taken to be the end of 
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necessary to say more about the second state. As to whether the first state, regard- 
ing only its lasting qualities, is a model to be imitated, or whether it is a pious duty 
to imitate it as far as possible, this will become clear in the following chapters. 
Here, in conclusion, I would like merely to emphasise a point already indicated. 
From the findings of this present chapter it clearly emerges that the divine right, 
or the right of religion, originates in a contract, without which there is no right 
but natural right, and so the Hebrews were not required as a religious duty to prac- 
tise piety towards peoples who were not party to the contract, but only towards 
their fellow citizens. 


CHAPTER 15 


From the commonwealth of the Hebrews and their 
history some political principles are deduced 


Although the Hebrew state, as in the previous chapter we have conceived it to be, 
might have lasted indefinitely, it is not possible to imitate it now, nor would it be 
advisable. If any people should resolve to transfer their right to God, they would 
have to make a covenant expressly with God, as did the Hebrews, and so it would 
be necessary to have not only the consent of those transferring their right but also 
the consent of God to whom the right was to be transferred. God, however, has 
revealed through his Apostles that his covenant is no longer written in ink or en- 
graved on tablets of stone, but is inscribed by God’s spirit in men’s hearts. Then 
again, this form of state might possibly meet the needs of those who intend to live 
for themselves alone with no external ties, shutting themselves away within their 
own boundaries and cutting themselves off from the rest of the world; but it would 
not suit those who have to have dealings with the outside world. It follows that this 
form of state would be practicable for only a very few. However, although it can- 
not be imitated in all respects, it possessed many features which are at least wor- 
thy of note, and which it may perhaps be quite profitable to imitate. But since, as 
I have mentioned, it is not my purpose to compose a full-length treatise on the 
state, I shall omit most of these features and shall draw attention only to those that 
are relevant to my goal. 

First, it is not inconsistent with God’s kingship to elect a supreme ruler who 
would have complete command over the state. For after the Hebrews had trans- 
ferred their right to God, they gave the supreme sovereignty to Moses, who thus 
had sole authority to enact and repeal laws in God’s name, to choose ministers of 
the sacred rites, to judge, to instruct, to punish — in short, to be an absolute ruler 
in all matters. Secondly, although the ministers of the sacred rites were the inter- 
preters of the laws, it was not for them to judge citizens or to excommunicate any- 
one: this right belonged only to judges and captains chosen from the people. (See 
Joshua chapter 6 verse 26; Judges chapter 21 verse 18; and 1 Samuel chapter 14 
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verse 24.) And if, furthermore, we turn our attention to the course of events in the 
history of the Hebrews, we shall find other points equally worthy of note. 

l. There were no religious divisions among the people until the high priests 
in the second state acquired the authority to issue decrees and to transact gov- 
ernment business—an authority which they sought to render permanent by 
usurping the government and finally demanding the title of kings. The reason for 
these sectarian divisions is readily seen. In the first state no decrees could bear the 
name of a high priest: they had no right to issue decrees, only the right to give 
God’s answers when requested by the captains or the councils. Therefore during 
that period they could have had no desire to make innovations: they wanted only 
to administer and uphold what was approved by custom and tradition. For the only 
way in which they could safely preserve their own independence in the face of 
the captains was to keep the laws intact. But after they had acquired the power to 
transact government affairs and had added to the priesthood the right of secular 
rule, they each began to seek self-glorification both in religious and secular mat- 
ters. They extended pontifical authority to all areas, and in the field of religious 
rites, dogma and all else they continually issued new decrees for which they 
claimed no less sanctity and authority than for the laws of Moses. As a result, re- 
ligion degenerated into pernicious superstition, and the true meaning and inter- 
pretation of the laws was corrupted. 

Furthermore, while the priests at the beginning of the restoration were pursu- 
ing the path to secular rule, in order to gain the support of the masses they in- 
dulged them in every way, approving their deeds, however impious, and adapting 
Scripture to suit their immorality. Malachi bears witness to their conduct in the 
most impressive terms. Rebuking the priests of his day, he calls them despisers of 
God’s name, and then goes on to chide them thus: “The priest’s lips are the 
guardians of knowledge and the law is sought from his mouth, because he is the 
emissary of God. But ye have departed out of the way, ye have made the Law a 
stumbling-block to many, ye have corrupted the covenant of Levi, saith the Lord 
of hosts” (Malachi ch. 2 v. 1-9). He then proceeds to accuse them of interpreting 
the laws at their pleasure, and of having no regard for God, but only for persons. 
But the priests, however careful they were, must certainly have failed to conceal 
these actions from the more intelligent citizens, who therefore maintained with 
increasing boldness that the only laws to be kept were the written laws, while the 
decrees which the Pharisees (who, as Josephus tells us in his Antiquities, were 
drawn mainly from the common people) mistakenly called ‘the traditions of 
the fathers’ should be discarded. Be that as it may, there is no possible doubt 
that the servile attitude of the high priests, the corruption of religion and the laws, 
the enormous proliferation of the latter, all gave serious and frequent occasion for 
arguments and quarrels that could never be appeased. For when men begin to dis- 
pute with superstitious fervour, and the civil authority favours one side or the 
other, they cannot be reconciled and inevitably split into sects. 

2. It is worthy of remark that the prophets, men of private station, in exercis- 
ing their freedom to warn, to rebuke and to censure, succeeded in annoying men 
rather than reforming them, whereas men who were admonished or castigated by 
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kings were more apt to turn from their ways. Indeed, even devout kings often 
found prophets intolerable because of their assumption of authority to decide 
what action was pious or impious, and even to berate the kings themselves if the 
latter had the hardihood to transact any business, public or private, against their 
judgment. King Asa, who according to Scripture was a pious ruler, consigned the 
prophet Hanani to prison (2 Chron. ch. 16) for venturing to reproach him too 
freely in the matter of the treaty made with the king of Aramaea. There are other 
examples to show that such freedom brought religion more harm than good, not 
to mention that great civil wars also originated from the prophets’ retention of so 
important a right. 

3. It is also noteworthy that as long as the people was sovereign there was only 
one civil war, and even that ended with peace completely restored, the victors 
showing such compassion to the conquered that they sought every means to re- 
store them to their former dignity and power. But after the people, who were lit- 
tle accustomed to kings, changed the original form of their state to monarchy, 
there was practically no end to civil wars, and the fighting reached such ferocity 
as to surpass all previous record. In a single battle—and this is almost incredible— 
500,000 Israelites were slain by the men of Judah, while in turn in another battle 
the Israelites slew a great number of the men of Judah (the figure is not given in 
Scripture), captured their king, almost demolished the walls of Jerusalem and, as 
proof of an anger that knew no bounds, completely sacked the temple. Laden with 
the enormous booty of their brethren and glutted with blood, they took hostages 
and, leaving the king in his almost devastated kingdom, they laid down their arms, 
relying for their security on the weakness rather than the good faith of the men of 
Judah. For the men of Judah, recovering their strength a few years later, once more 
went forth to battle, where the Israelites were again victorious, slaying 120,000 of 
the men of Judah, taking captive their women and children to the number of 
200,000, and again seizing considerable booty. Exhausted by these battles and by 
others that are narrated in the course of their history, they eventually fell prey to 
their enemies. 

Furthermore, if we reckon up the periods of unbroken peace enjoyed under 
the two forms of government, we shall again find a considerable difference. Be- 
fore the monarchy there were several periods of forty years, and one incredible 
period of eighty years, when peace prevailed both at home and abroad. But after 
the establishment of monarchy wars were no longer to be fought for peace and 
freedom, but for glory, and we find that all the kings waged war with the excep- 
tion of Solomon, whose outstanding quality, wisdom, could find better scope in 
peace than in war. Add to this the fatal ambition for royal power, which in most 
cases made the path to the throne a very bloody one. 

Finally, as long as the people held the reins of government, the laws remained 
uncorrupted and were observed with greater constancy. For before the monarchy 
very few prophets arose to admonish the people, whereas after the election of kings 
we find an abundance of them at the same time. Obadiah rescued a hundred from 
death, hiding them so as to save them from execution along with the rest. Nor do 
we see the people being deceived by false prophets until the rule of kings, whose 
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favour is eagerly sought by most men. Then there is the further fact that the 
people—in whom there is generally a proud or humble spirit according to chang- 
ing circumstance—was ready to mend its ways in time of disaster, turning to God, 
restoring the laws, and thus extricating itself from all peril; whereas kings, who are 
unvaryingly proud-spirited and who cannot change course without humiliation, 
adhered obstinately to their faults right up to the final destruction of the city. 

From these considerations we can clearly see: 

1. How disastrous it is for both religion and state to grant to religious func- 
tionaries any right to issue decrees or to concern themselves with state business. 
Stability is far better assured if these officials are restricted to giving answers only 
when requested, and at other times to teaching and practising only what is ac- 
knowledged as customary and traditional. 

2. How dangerous it is to refer to religious jurisdiction matters that are purely 
philosophical, and to legislate concerning beliefs that are frequently subject to dis- 
pute, or can so be. Tyranny is most violent where individual beliefs, which are an 
inalienable right, are regarded as criminal. Indeed, in such circumstances the 
anger of the mob is usually the greatest tyrant of all. It was in giving way to the 
anger of the Pharisees that Pilate ordered the crucifixion of Christ, whom he knew 
to be innocent. Then again, it was with the purpose of casting down the rich from 
their privileged position that the Pharisees began to instigate religious inquisitions 
and to accuse the Sadducees of impiety. Following this example of the Pharisees, 
the vilest hypocrites, urged on by that same fury which they call zeal for God’s 
law, have everywhere persecuted men whose blameless character and distin- 
guished qualities have excited the hostility of the masses, publicly denouncing 
their beliefs and inflaming the savage crowd’s anger against them. And this shame- 
less licence, sheltering under the cloak of religion, is not easy to suppress. This is 
especially so where sovereign powers have introduced a religious sect of which 
they are not themselves the founders; for they are then regarded not as interpreters 
of religious law but as mere members of the sect, that is, as acknowledging the 
sectarian teachers to be the interpreters of religious law. So in these matters the 
common people have little regard for the authority of magistrates, holding in high 
esteem the authority of sectarian leaders, and they believe that even kings should 
bow down to interpretations made by the latter. To avoid these evils, then, the 
safest course for the commonwealth is to define piety and religious observance as 
consisting only in works, that is, simply in the exercise of charity and just dealing, 
and to allow individual free judgment in all other matters. But more of this later. 

3. How essential it is for both commonwealth and religion that the sovereign 
power should be given the right to decide what is right and what is wrong. For if 
the right to pass judgment on actions could not be given even to the prophets of 
God without great harm to the commonwealth and religion, far less should it be 
given to those who can neither foretell the future nor work miracles. However, I 
shall be dealing with this at full-length in the next chapter. 

4. Finally, we see how fatal it is for a people unaccustomed to the rule of kings, 
and already possessing established laws, to set up a monarchy. For neither will the 
people be able to endure such autocratic rule nor the monarch to tolerate laws 
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and rights of the people which have been instituted by someone of inferior au- 
thority. Still less could the sovereign persuade himself to uphold these laws, since 
they could not have been designed to take any account of a king, but were insti- 
tuted for a people, or a council, which regarded itself as sovereign. So in uphold- 
ing the ancient rights of the people the king would appear to be its servant rather 
than its master. Therefore a newly established monarch will make every effort to 
introduce new laws and to reconstitute the state’s legal code to his own advantage, 
reducing the people to a point where it will find it not so easy to abolish monar- 
chy as to set it up. 

Here, however, I must not fail to point out that there is also no less danger in- 
volved in removing a monarch, even if his tyranny is apparent to all. The people, 
accustomed to royal rule and constrained by that alone, will despise and mock a 
lesser authority; and therefore, on removing one king, it will find it necessary to 
appoint another in his place, as did the prophets of old. And the successor will be 
a tyrant not by choice, but by necessity; for how will he be able to endure the sight 
of the citizens’ hands reeking with royal blood, of the people rejoicing in regicide 
as in a glorious deed, a deed perpetrated as a warning for him alone? Surely, if he 
wants to be a king, if he does not wish to acknowledge the people as judge of kings 
and master over him, if he does not wish to reign on sufferance, he must avenge 
the death of his predecessor, and for his own sake make an example that will warn 
the people against daring to repeat such a crime. But he cannot easily avenge the 
tyrant’s death by the execution of citizens without defending the cause of the 
tyrant who preceded him, approving his actions, and consequently following in 
his footsteps. 

This, then, is the reason why a people has often succeeded in changing tyrants, 
but never in abolishing tyranny or substituting another form of government for 
monarchy. A sad example of this truth is provided by the English people, who un- 
der the form of law sought grounds for removing their monarch,! but with his dis- 
appearance found it quite impossible to change their form of government. After 
much bloodshed they resorted to hailing a new monarch by a different name? (as 
if the whole question at issue was a name), and he succeeded in maintaining his 
place only by utterly destroying the royal line, killing the king’s friends, or those 
thought to be so. He went to war, disrupting the peace whose leisure might breed 
murmurings, so that the populace would turn its thoughts away from the execu- 
tion of the king to fresh matters that would engage its full attention. Too late, then, 
did the people come to realise that to save their country they had done nothing 
other than violate the right of their lawful king and change everything for the 
worse. Therefore, when the opportunity came, it decided to retrace its steps, and 
was not satisfied until it saw a complete restoration of the former state of affairs. * 

Now perhaps the Romans will be produced as an example to prove that a 
people can easily remove a tyrant; but I hold that this example entirely confirms 
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my view. It is true that the Romans found it far easier to remove a tyrant and 
change the form of their state because the right to appoint the king and his suc- 
cessor was vested in the people itself; and furthermore the people, composed as 
it was of rebels and criminals, had not yet acquired the habit of obedience to kings, 
having killed three of the previous six. Yet all that they succeeded in doing was to 
appoint several tyrants in place of one,* and these kept them wretchedly em- 
broiled in wars, foreign and civil, until at last the government became once more 
a monarchy with merely a change of name, as in England.’ 

As for the Estates of Holland, as far as we know they never had kings, but 
counts, to whom the right of sovereignty was never transferred. As the High Es- 
tates of Holland make plain in the document published by them at the time of 
Count Leicester,° they have always reserved to themselves the authority to remind 
the said counts of their duty, and have retained the power to uphold this author- 
ity of theirs and the freedom of the citizens, to assert their rights against the counts 
if the latter proved tyrannical, and to keep them on such a tight rein that they 
could do nothing without the permission and approval of the Estates. From this 
it follows that sovereign right was always vested in the Estates, and it was this sov- 
ereignty that the last count’ attempted to usurp. Therefore it is by no means true 
that the Estates revolted against him, when in fact they recovered their original 
sovereignty which had almost been lost. 

These examples, then, fully confirm our assertion that every state must neces- 
sarily preserve its own form, and cannot be changed without incurring the danger 
of utter ruin. These are the points which I have here thought worthy of remark. 


CHAPTER 19 


It is shown that the right over matters of religion is vested 
entirely in the sovereign, and that the external forms of worship 
should be such as accord with the peace of the commonwealth, 

if we would serve God aright 


When I said above that only those who hold the sovereign power have an overall 
right and that all law is dependent on their decision alone, I intended not only 
civil but religious law; for in the case of the latter, too, they must be both inter- 


+ [This seems a very odd account of the period of the Roman Republic. ] 

> [Presumably a reference to Augustus, who was styled ‘prince ps’ ] 

© [The Earl of Leicester, sent by Elizabeth with some forces to help the Dutch in 1585, was offered 
and accepted the title of supreme governor of the United Provinces. Spinoza here refers to the doc- 


ument setting forth the rights of the Provinces, which Leicester swore to uphold. He resigned in 
1588.] 
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preters and guardians. I now wish to draw particular attention to this point and to 
discuss it at full length in this chapter; for there are many who emphatically deny 
that this right over religion belongs to sovereign powers, and they refuse to ac- 
knowledge them as interpreters of the divine law. Hence they presume to accuse 
and traduce sovereigns, and even to excommunicate them from the Church, as 
Ambrose once did to the Emperor Theodosius.! But in so doing they are making 
a division of the sovereignty and actually paving the way to their own supremacy, 
as I shall demonstrate in the course of this chapter. But first I intend to show that 
religion acquires the force of law only by decree of those who hold the sovereignty, 
and that God has no special kingdom over men except through the medium of 
temporal rulers. Furthermore, the practice of religion and the exercises of piety 
must accord with the peace and welfare of the commonwealth, and consequently 
must be determined only by sovereigns, who therefore must also be its interpreters. 
I speak expressly of acts of piety and the outward forms of religion, not of piety it 
self and the inward worship of God, or of the means whereby the mind is inwardly 
led to worship God in sincerity of heart; for inward worship of God and piety it 
self belong to the sphere of individual right (as we showed at the end of Chapter 
7) which cannot be transferred to another. Furthermore, the meaning I here at- 
tach to the kingdom of God is, I think, quite clear from Chapter 14. There we 
showed that he who practises justice and charity in accordance with God’s com- 
mand is fulfilling God’s law, from which it follows that the kingdom of God is 
where justice and charity have the force of law and command. And here I ac- 
knowledge no distinction whether it is by the natural light of reason or by revela- 
tion that God teaches and commands the true practice of justice and charity, for 
it matters not how the practice of these virtues is revealed to us as long as it holds 
the place of supreme authority and is the supreme law for men. So if I now show 
that justice and charity can acquire the force of law and command only through 
the right of the state, I can readily draw the conclusion —since the state’s right is 
vested in the sovereign alone—that religion can acquire the force of law only from 
the decree of those who have the right to command, and that God has no special 
kingdom over men save through the medium of those who hold the sovereignty. 

Now this truth, that the practice of justice and charity does not acquire the 
force of law save from the right of the state, is clear from our previous discussion. 
For we showed in Chapter 16 that in a state of nature reason possesses no more 
right than does appetite, and those who live in accordance with the laws of ap- 
petite have just as much right to everything within their power as those who live 
in accordance with the laws of reason. It was in consequence of this that we could 
not conceive sin to exist in a state of nature, nor God as a judge who punishes 
men for their sins: all things came to pass in accordance with laws common to 
universal Nature, and the same fate— to quote Solomon — befell the righteous and 
the wicked, the pure and the impure, and there was no place for justice and char- 
ity. In order that the precepts of true reason—that is, as we showed in our discus- 
sion of the divine law in Chapter 14, the very precepts of God—might have the 
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absolute force of law, we saw that every man must surrender his natural right and 
that they must all transfer that right to the whole community, or to a number of 
men, or to one man. And not until then did we obtain a clear idea of what is jus- 
tice and injustice, right and wrong. Therefore justice and, in sum, all the precepts 
of true reason, including charity towards one’s neighbour, acquire the force of law 
and command only from the right of the state, that is (as we demonstrated in the 
same chapter), only from the decree of those who possess the right to command. 
And since (as I have already shown) God’s kingdom consists simply in the rule of 
justice and charity, or true religion, it follows (as we asserted) that God has no 
kingdom over men save through the medium of those who hold the sovereignty. 
And this is equally so, I repeat, whether we consider religion to be revealed by the 
natural light or by prophecy; the proof applies in all cases, since religion is the 
same and equally revealed by God in whatever way we suppose men have come 
to know it. 

Thus it was that, even in the case of religion revealed through prophecy, be- 
fore it could have the force of law with the Hebrews it was necessary that every 
one of them should first surrender his natural right, and that all should by com- 
mon consent resolve to obey only what was revealed to them by God through 
prophecy. This is an exact parallel to what we have shown to be the development 
of a democracy, where all by common consent resolve to live only by the dictates 
of reason. Now although the Hebrews went further by transferring their right to 
God, this transference was notional rather than practical; for in reality (as we 
have seen above) they retained their sovereignty absolutely until they transferred 
it to Moses, who from then on remained an absolute ruler, and through him 
alone did God reign over the Hebrews. Moreover, this fact—that religion ac- 
quires the force of law solely from the right of the state—also explains why Moses 
could not punish those who violated the Sabbath before the covenant, and were 
thus still in possession of their own right (Exod. ch. 16 v. 27); but this he could 
do after the covenant (Num. ch. 15 v. 36), that is, after every man had surren- 
dered his right and the Sabbath had acquired the force of law from the right of 
the state. 

Finally, this also explains why, with the destruction of the Hebrew state, their 
revealed religion ceased to have the force of law. We cannot doubt that, as soon 
as the Hebrews transferred their right to the king of Babylon, the kingdom of God 
and the divine law came to an abrupt end; for in so doing they completely an- 
nulled the covenant whereby they had promised to obey all that God should 
speak, which had been the basis of God’s kingdom. They were no longer able to 
abide by it, because from that time on they were no longer possessed of their own 
right (as they had been in the wilderness or in their own country), but were sub- 
ject to the king of Babylon whom, as we have shown in Chapter 16, they were 
bound to obey in all things. Jeremiah expressly reminds them of this in chapter 
29 verse 7, “Seek the peace of that city whither I have brought you captive; for in 
the peace thereof shall ye have peace.” Now they could not seek the peace of that 
city as officers of state—for they were captives—but only as slaves, that is, by ren- 
dering the absolute obedience that shuns insurrection, by keeping the laws and 
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ordinances of the state, however different they might be from the laws to which 
they were accustomed in their own land, and so forth. 

From all these considerations it follows quite clearly that among the Hebrews 
religion acquired the force of law solely from the right of the state, and, with the 
destruction of the state, religion could no longer be regarded as the command of 
a particular state, but as the universal doctrine of reason. I say ‘of reason, for the 
universal religion had not yet become known through revelation. We may there- 
fore conclude with finality that religion, whether revealed by the natural light or 
by prophecy, acquires the force of command solely from the decree of those who 
have the right to command, and that God has no special kingdom over men save 
through those who hold the sovereignty. This also follows, and can be more clearly 
understood, from what we said in Chapter 4; for there we showed that God’s de- 
crees all involve eternal truth and necessity, and that God cannot be conceived as 
a ruler or lawgiver enacting laws for mankind. Therefore the divine teachings re- 
vealed by the natural light or by prophecy do not acquire the force of command 
from God directly, they must acquire it from those, or through the medium of 
those, who have the right to command and to issue decrees, and consequently it 
is only by their mediation that we can conceive of God as reigning over men and 
directing human affairs according to justice and equity. This conclusion is sup- 
ported by experience; for indications of divine justice are to be found only where 
just men reign; elsewhere—to quote Solomon once more— we see the same fate 
befalling the just and the unjust, the pure and the impure. And this it is that has 
caused many men, who thought that God rules directly over men and orders the 
whole of Nature to their advantage, to doubt the divine providence. Therefore, 
since it is established both by reason and experience that the divine law is entirely 
dependent on the decrees of rulers, it follows that these are also the interpreters 
of the divine law. How this is so we shall see presently, for it is now time to demon- 
strate that the external forms of religion and the entire practice of piety must ac- 
cord with the peace and preservation of the commonwealth, if we would serve 
God aright. When this has been proved, we shall readily understand in what way 
sovereigns are the interpreters of religion and piety. 

There can be no doubt that devotion to one’s country is the highest form of de- 
votion that can be shown; for if the state is destroyed nothing good can survive, 
everything is endangered, and anger and wickedness reign supreme amidst uni- 
versal fear. Hence it follows that any act of piety towards one’s neighbour must be 
impious if it results in harm to the commonwealth as a whole, and any impious 
act committed against him must be accounted pious if it is done for the sake of 
the preservation of the commonwealth. For example, if someone who is quar- 
relling with me wants to take my coat, it is an act of piety to give him my cloak as 
well; but when it is judged that this is detrimental to the preservation of the state, 
it is then a pious act to bring him to justice, even though he must be condemned 
to death. That is why Manlius Torquatus? gained renown: the people’s welfare 
had more weight with him than devotion to his son. 


2 [He executed his son for disobeying orders ın a battle against the Latins, 340 B.c (Livy, VIII).] 
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This being so, it follows that the welfare of the people is the highest law, to 
which all other laws, both human and divine, must be made to conform. But 
since it is the duty of the sovereign alone to decide what is necessary for the wel- 
fare of the entire people and the security of the state, and to command what it 
judges to be thus necessary, it follows that it is also the duty of the sovereign alone 
to decide what form piety towards one’s neighbour should take, that is, in what 
way every man is required to obey God. From this we clearly understand in what 
way the sovereign is the interpreter of religion; and, furthermore, we see that no 
one can rightly obey God unless his practice of piety—which is the duty of every 
man—conforms with the public good, and consequently, unless he obeys all the 
decrees of the sovereign. For since we are bound by God’s command to practise 
piety towards all men without exception and to harm no man, it follows that no 
one is permitted to assist anyone to another’s hurt, far less to the detriment of the 
commonwealth as a whole. So no one can exercise piety towards his neighbour 
in accordance with God’s command unless his piety and religion conform to the 
public good. But no private citizen can know what is good for the state except 
from the decrees of the sovereign, to whom alone it belongs to transact public 
business. Therefore no one can practise piety aright nor obey God unless he 
obeys the decrees of the sovereign in all things. This is confirmed by actual prac- 
tice. For whether a man be a citizen or an alien, a person in private station or 
one holding command over others, if the sovereign condemns him to death or 
declares him an enemy, no subject is permitted to come to his assistance. Simi- 
larly, although the Hebrews were told that everyone should love his neighbour 
as himself (Lev. ch. 19 v. 17, 18), they were nevertheless required to inform the 
judge of anyone who had committed an act that contravened the edicts of the 
law (Lev. ch. 5 v. 1 and Deut. ch. 13 v. 8, 9) and to kill him if he was condemned 
to death (Deut. ch. 17 v. 7). 

Then again, in order to preserve the freedom they had won and keep complete 
control over the territories they had seized, the Hebrews, as we explained in Chap- 
ter 17, found it necessary to adapt religion to the needs of their own state alone 
and to separate themselves from other nations. It was for this reason that they were 
told: “Love thy neighbour and hate thine enemy”? (Matth. ch. 5 v. 43). But when 
they had lost their independence and were led captive to Babylon, Jeremiah coun- 
selled them to take thought for the safety of that city (as well), to which they had 
been led captive. And after Christ saw that they would be dispersed throughout 
the whole world, he taught that they should practise piety to all without excep- 
tion. All these considerations clearly show that religion has always been adapted 
to the good of the commonwealth. 

If I am now asked by what right were Christ’s disciples, men of private station, 
enabled to preach religion, I reply that they did so by right of the power they had 
received from Christ against unclean spirits (Matth. ch. 10 v. 1). For I expressly 
stated above at the end of Chapter 16 that all men are bound to keep faith even 


3 TAs the editors of the New Oxford Edition of the Bible comment, there is no such commandment 
in the Hebrew Bible (see on Matthew 5:43) ] 
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with a tyrant except for him to whom God, by sure revelation, has promised his 
special aid against the tyrant. Therefore no one may take precedent from this un- 
less he also has the power to perform miracles. This point is likewise made man- 
ifest by the fact that Christ also bade his disciples not to fear those who kill the 
body (Matth. ch. 10 v. 28). If this command had been laid on every man, no state 
could continue in existence, and that saying of Solomon (Prov. ch. 24 v. 21), “My 
son, fear God and the king,” would have been impiety, which is far from true. 
Thus it must be granted that the authority which Christ gave the disciples was a 
unique occurrence, and cannot be regarded as an example for others. 

As for the arguments by which my opponents seek to separate religious right 
from civil right, maintaining that only the latter is vested in the sovereign while 
the former is vested in the universal church, these are of no account, being so triv- 
ial as not even to merit refutation. But one thing I cannot pass over in silence, 
how lamentably deceived they are when, to support this seditious opinion (par- 
don the bluntness of this expression) they cite the example of the Hebrew high 
priest who once had control over matters of religion —as if the priests did not re- 
ceive this right from Moses (who, as I have shown above, alone possessed the sov- 
ereignty) and could not also have been deprived of it by his decree. For it was 
Moses who appointed not only Aaron but his son Eleazar and his grandson 
Phineas, and gave them the authority to carry out their priestly duties. This au- 
thority was held by successive high priests only insofar as they were regarded as 
representatives of Moses, that is, of the sovereign power. For, as I have already 
shown, Moses did not choose anyone to succeed to his rule: he divided all its func- 
tions in such a way that those who followed him were regarded as his deputies, 
carrying on the government as if the king were absent, not dead. It is true that in 
the second Hebrew state the high priests held this right absolutely, but that was 
after they combined the right of secular rule with the priesthood. Therefore the 
right of the priesthood has always depended on the edict of the sovereign, and the 
high priests have never held it except when it was combined with secular power. 
Indeed, the right over religion was always vested absolutely in the kings (as will 
become clear from what I have still to say at the end of this chapter) with this one 
exception: they were not permitted to set their hands to the ministry of sacred rites 
in the temple, because all who were not descended from Aaron were regarded as 
unholy. Such a situation, of course, does not obtain in a Christian state. 

Thus we cannot doubt that in modern times religion—whose ministry de- 
mands outstanding moral qualities, not lineage, and therefore does not exclude 
as unholy those who hold the sovereignty — belongs solely to the right of the sov- 
ereign. No one has the right and power to exercise control over it, to choose its 
ministers, to determine and establish the foundations of the church and its doc- 
trine, to pass judgment on morality and acts of piety, to excommunicate or to ac- 
cept into the church, and to provide for the poor, except by the authority and 
permission of the sovereign. These doctrines are not only shown to be true (which 
we have just done) but also to be essential both to religion and to the preservation 
of the state. For everyone knows how much importance the people attach to the 
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right and authority over religion, and how they all revere every single word of him 
who possesses that authority, so that one might even go so far as to say that he to 
whom this authority belongs has the most effective control over minds. Therefore 
anyone who seeks to deprive the sovereign of this authority is attempting to divide 
the sovereignty; and as a result, as happened long ago in the case of the kings and 
priests of the Hebrews, there will inevitably arise strife and dissensions that can 
never be allayed. Indeed, he who seeks to deprive the sovereign of this authority 
is paving the way to his own ascendancy, as we have already said. For what deci- 
sions can be taken by sovereigns if this right is denied them? They can decide 
nothing whatsoever, whether concerning war or peace or any other matter, if they 
are to wait on the utterance of another who will tell them whether that which they 
judge to be beneficial is pious or impious. On the contrary, everything will be 
done according to the decree of him who has the right to judge and decide what 
is pious or impious, right or wrong. 

Every age has seen such instances, of which I will quote only one, as typical of 
them all. The Pope of Rome, being granted this right absolutely, began gradually 
to establish his ascendancy over all the kings until he actually attained the pin- 
nacle of dominion. Whenever attempts were later made by monarchs, in par- 
ticular by the Emperors of Germany, to diminish his authority in the slightest 
degree, they met with no success; these very efforts merely increased that author- 
ity to a considerable degree. Yet what no monarch could achieve by fire and sword, 
churchmen succeeded in doing by pen alone;* and this in itself provides a clear 
indication of the strength and power of religious authority, and gives further warn- 
ing of the necessity for the sovereign to keep it in his own hands. Now if we also 
reflect on the points made in the previous chapter, we shall see that his retention 
of this authority is also a strong influence in promoting religion and piety. For 
there we saw that, although the prophets were endowed with a divine virtue, yet, 
being men of private station, in exercising their freedom to admonish, to rebuke 
and to denounce, they had the effect of provoking men rather than reforming 
them, whereas those who were admonished or castigated by kings were more 
likely to turn from their ways. Then again, the kings themselves, simply because 
this right did not fully belong to them, frequently forsook their religion, taking 
with them nearly all the people. It is a well-established fact that this has frequently 
occurred even in Christian states for the same reason. 

Now perhaps at this point I shall be asked: “Then if those who hold the sover- 
eignty choose to be impious, who will be the rightful champion of piety? Are the 
rulers still to be regarded as the interpreters of religion?” To this I ask in return: 
“What if churchmen (who are also but human, and, as private citizens, are enti- 
tled to have regard for their own affairs) or any others to whom it is proposed to 
entrust control over religion, should choose to be impious? Are they even then to 
be regarded as the interpreters of religion?” It is indeed true that if those who hold 
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the sovereignty choose to go what way they will, then, whether or not they have 
control over religion, all things, both religious and secular, will go to ruin: but this 
will come about far more quickly if private citizens seditiously seek to be the 
champions of religious law. Therefore nothing whatsoever is gained by denying 
this right to sovereigns; on the contrary, evil is aggravated. For, as was the case with 
the Hebrew kings to whom this right was not unconditionally granted, this very 
fact is likely to drive them to impiety, and in consequence injury and damage to 
the entire commonwealth become certain and inevitable instead of uncertain 
and possible. So whether we have regard to the truth of the matter, or the secu- 
rity of the state, or the advancement of piety, we are forced to maintain that di- 
vine law, or religious law, also depends absolutely on the decree of sovereigns, who 
are its interpreters and champions. It follows that the ministers of God’s word are 
those who are authorised by their sovereign to teach piety in the form that, by de- 
cree of the sovereign, is adapted to the public good. 

It now remains for me, in addition, to indicate the reason why this right has al- 
ways been the subject of disputes in Christian states, whereas the Hebrews, to the 
best of my knowledge, never entertained any doubt about it. It would certainly 
seem extraordinary that a matter so plain and so vitally important should always 
have been called into question, and that sovereigns have never held this right 
without controversy — nay, without grave danger of sedition and harm to religion. 
Indeed, if we could not assign any assured cause for this phenomenon, I might 
easily be convinced that all the findings of this chapter are merely theoretical, the 
kind of speculative thinking that can never be of practical importance. But in fact, 
when we review the origins of the Christian religion, the cause of this phenome- 
non is completely revealed. It was not kings who were the first teachers of the 
Christian religion, but men of private station who, despite the will of those who 
held the sovereignty and were their rulers, were long accustomed to address pri- 
vate religious assemblies, to institute and perform sacred rites, to make all arrange- 
ments and decisions on their own responsibility without any regard to the state. 
Many years later, when their religion began to be adopted by the state, the church- 
men were obliged to teach it to the emperors themselves in the form they had 
given it, from which it was an easy step for them to gain recognition as its teach- 
ers and interpreters, and furthermore as the pastors of the church and virtually 
God’s representatives. And to prevent Christian kings from later seizing this au- 
thority for themselves, the churchmen devised the very effective precaution of 
forbidding marriage to the chief ministers of the church and to the supreme in- 
terpreter of religion. In addition, they multiplied religious dogmas to such an ex- 
tent and confused them with so much philosophy that the supreme interpreter of 
religion had to be a consummate philosopher and theologian and to have time 
for a host of idle speculations. This effectively ruled out all but men of private sta- 
tion with abundant leisure. 

Now with the Hebrews the position was quite different. Their church origi- 
nated together with their state, and Moses, the absolute ruler of that state, taught 
the people their religion, arranged the sacred offices and appointed those who 
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were to administer them. Thus a quite different situation developed, where the 
royal authority carried the greatest weight with the people, and kings most decid- 
edly held the right over religion. For although no one held absolute sovereignty 
after Moses’ death, the right to make decisions both in matters religious and in 
other matters was vested in the captains, as I have already shown. Then again, for 
instruction in religion and piety the people were required to attend on the 
supreme judge no less than the high priest (Deut. ch. 17 v. 9, 11). Finally, although 
the kings did not possess a right equal to that of Moses, almost all the organisation 
of religious ministry and appointment thereto depended on their decision. David, 
for instance, arranged the entire construction of the temple (1 Chron. ch. 28 v. 
11, 12 etc.); then out of all the Levites he chose 24,000 for the psalm-singing, 
6,000 to supply candidates for appointment as judges and officers, 4,000 door- 
keepers and 4,000 to play musical instruments (1 Chron. ch. 23 v. 4, 5). He fur- 
ther divided these into companies (of which he also chose the leaders), so that 
each company should do duty as its turn came round (same chapter, verse 6). The 
priests he likewise divided into as many companies. But to avoid having to go into 
every detail, I refer the reader to 2 Chron. ch. 8 v. 13, where we read that the wor- 
ship of God, as established by Moses, was conducted in the temple by Solomon’s 
command; and in verse 14 that he (Solomon) appointed companies of priests in 
their ministries and companies of Levites, etc. in accordance with the command 
of David, the man of God. And finally, in verse 15, the historian testifies that “they 
departed not from the commandment of the king unto the priests and Levites in 
any matter, nor in the administration of the treasuries.” 

From all these considerations, together with other narratives concerning the 
kings, it follows quite clearly that the entire practice of religion and its ministry 
depended solely on the command of the kings. When I stated above that they 
did not have the same right as Moses to appoint the high priest, to consult God 
directly and to condemn prophets who should prophesy during their lifetime, 
this was only because the prophets, from the nature of the authority they pos- 
sessed, could appoint a new king and pardon regicide. I did not mean that they 
were permitted to summon to judgment and lawfully impeach* a king ifhe dared 
to contravene the laws. Therefore if there had been no prophets who by special 
revelation could assuredly grant pardon for regicide, the kings would have had 
absolute right over all matters, both sacred and secular. Hence sovereigns of our 
times, who neither have prophets nor are bound by right to acknowledge any (not 
being subject to the laws of the Hebrews), even if they be not celibate, possess 
this right absolutely; and provided they do not allow religious dogmas to be mul- 
tiplied or to be confused with philosophy, they will always retain this right. 


* See Supplementary Note 39. 
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CHAPTER 20 


It is shown that in a free commonwealth every man 
may think as he pleases, and say what he thinks} 


If minds could be as easily controlled as tongues, every government would be se- 
cure in its rule, and need not resort to force; for every man would conduct him- 
self as his rulers wished, and his views as to what is true or false, good or bad, fair 
or unfair, would be governed by their decision alone. But we have already ex- 
plained at the beginning of Chapter 17 that it is impossible for the mind to be 
completely under another’s control; for no one is able to transfer to another his 
natural right or faculty to reason freely and to form his own judgment on any mat- 
ters whatsoever, nor can he be compelled to do so. Consequently, a government 
that attempts to control men’s minds is regarded as tyrannical, and a sovereign is 
thought to wrong his subjects and infringe their right when he seeks to prescribe 
for every man what he should accept as true and reject as false, and what are the 
beliefs that will inspire him with devotion to God. All these are matters belong- 
ing to individual right, which no man can surrender even if he should so wish. 

I admit that judgment can be influenced in numerous ways— some of them al- 
most past belief—and to such an extent that, although it is not directly subject to 
another’s command, it may be so dependent on another’s words that it can prop- 
erly be said in that respect to belong to his right. But in spite of all that ingenuity 
has been able to devise in this field, it has never attained such success that men 
did not ever find that the individual citizen has his own ideas in plenty, and that 
opinions vary as much as tastes. Moses had gained the strongest of holds on the 
minds of his people not by deception but by his divine virtue, for he was thought 
to be a man of God whose every word and action was divinely inspired; yet even 
he was not exempt from their murmurings and criticisms, and far less so were 
other monarchs. Now if such exemption from criticism were conceivable, it 
would surely be in the case of a monarchy, not a democracy, where the sovereignty 
is corporately held by all the people, or a great part of them. The reason for this, 
I imagine, is obvious to all. 

So however much sovereigns are believed to possess unlimited right and to be 
the interpreters of law and piety, they will never succeed in preventing men from 
exercising their own particular judgment on any matters whatsoever and from be- 
ing influenced accordingly by a variety of emotions. It is true that sovereigns can 
by their right treat as enemies all who do not absolutely agree with them on all 
matters, but the point at issue is not what is their right, but what is to their inter- 
est. I grant that by this right they can govern in the most oppressive way and exe- 
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cute citizens on the most trivial pretexts, but no one can imagine that by so doing 
they are acting in accordance with the judgment of sound reason. Indeed, since 
they cannot so act without endangering the whole fabric of the state, we can even 
argue that they do not have the absolute power to do these and other such things, 
and consequently that they do not have the absolute right to do so. For we have 
demonstrated that the right of sovereigns is determined by their power. 

Ifno man, then, can give up his freedom to judge and think as he pleases, and 
everyone is by absolute natural right the master of his own thoughts, it follows that 
utter failure will attend any attempt in a commonwealth to force men to speak 
only as prescribed by the sovereign despite their different and opposing opinions. 
Not even men well versed in affairs can keep silent, not to say the lower classes. 
It is the common failing of men to confide what they think to others, even when 
secrecy is needed. Therefore the most tyrannical government will be one where 
the individual is denied the freedom to express and to communicate to others what 
he thinks, and a moderate government is one where this freedom is granted to 
every man. However, it is also undeniable that words can be treasonable as well 
as deeds; and so, while it is impossible to deprive subjects completely of this free- 
dom, to grant it unreservedly could have the most disastrous consequences. 
Therefore it is our present task to enquire to what extent this freedom can and 
should be granted to all without endangering the peace of the commonwealth 
and the right of the sovereign. This, as I indicated at the beginning of Chapter 16, 
was the main purpose of this part of my treatise. 

It follows quite clearly from my earlier explanation of the basis of the state that 
its ultimate purpose is not to exercise dominion nor to restrain men by fear and 
deprive them of independence, but on the contrary to free every man from fear 
so that he may live in security as far as is possible, that is, so that he may best pre- 
serve his own natural right to exist and to act, without harm to himself and to 
others. It is not, I repeat, the purpose of the state to transform men from rational 
beings into beasts or puppets, but rather to enable them to develop their mental 
and physical faculties in safety, to use their reason without restraint and to refrain 
from the strife and the vicious mutual abuse that are prompted by hatred, anger 
or deceit. Thus the purpose of the state is, in reality, freedom. 

Furthermore, we have seen that the one essential feature in the formation of a 
state was that all power to make laws should be vested in the entire citizen body, 
or in a number of citizens, or in one man. For since there is a considerable di- 
versity in the free judgment of men, each believing that he alone knows best, and 
since it is impossible that all should think alike and speak with one voice, peace- 
ful existence could not be achieved unless every man surrendered his right to act 
just as he thought fit. Thus it was only the right to act as he thought fit that each 
man surrendered, and not his right to reason and judge. So while to act against 
the sovereign’s decree is definitely an infringement of his right, this is not the case 
with thinking, judging, and consequently with speaking, too, provided one does 
no more than express or communicate one’s opinion, defending it through ra- 
tional conviction alone, not through deceit, anger, hatred or the will to effect such 
changes in the state as he himself decides. For example, suppose a man maintains 
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that a certain law is against sound reason, and he therefore advocates its repeal. If 
he at the same time submits his opinion to the judgment of the sovereign power 
(which alone is competent to enact and repeal laws), and meanwhile does noth- 
ing contrary to what is commanded by that law, he deserves well of the state, act- 
ing as a good citizen should do. But if on the contrary the purpose of his action is 
to accuse the magistrate of injustice and to stir up popular hatred against him, or 
if he seditiously seeks to repeal that law in spite of the magistrate, he is nothing 
more than an agitator and a rebel. 

Thus we see how the individual citizen can say and communicate to others 
what he thinks without infringing the right and authority of the sovereign, that is, 
without violating the peace of the commonwealth. He must leave it to the sover- 
eign to decide what action is to be taken in all circumstances, and must not act 
contrary to its decision, even if frequently his action has to be in conflictwith what 
he judges and openly proclaims to be good. This entails no violation of justice 
and piety; indeed, he is bound to act thus if he wants to be a just and pious man. 
For, as we have shown, justice depends solely on the decree of the sovereign, and 
nobody save one who lives in accordance with the sovereign’s established decrees 
can be a just man. As for piety, this (by our findings in the previous chapter) is 
demonstrated in its highest form in the service of the peace and tranquillity of the 
commonwealth, which, however, cannot be preserved if every man is to live sim- 
ply as he thinks fit. So it is impious, as well, for the subject to contravene his sov- 
ereign’s decree just as he pleases; for if this were permitted to everyone, the ruin 
of the state would inevitably ensue. Indeed, as long as a man is acting in accor- 
dance with the sovereign’s decrees, he cannot be acting against the decree and 
dictates of his own reason; for it was with the full approval of reason that he re- 
solved to transfer to the sovereign his right to live by his own judgment. But my 
argument is further confirmed by actual practice: in the councils of authorities, 
both sovereign and subordinate, it rarely happens that there is a unanimous vote 
in favour of some measure; yet everything is done by the common decision of all, 
whether they have voted for or against. But I must return to my theme. 

Our discussion of the basis of the state has revealed how the individual citizen 
can exercise freedom of judgment without infringing the right of the sovereign. 
The same considerations enable us just as well to determine what political beliefs 
are seditious: they are those which, when posited, immediately have the effect of 
annulling the covenant whereby everyone has surrendered his right to act just as 
he thinks fit. For example, if anyone holds the opinion that the sovereign is not 
possessed of full power, or that promises need not be kept, or that it behoves every- 
one to live as he pleases, or if he holds other such views as are directly opposed to 
the said covenant, he is guilty of sedition, not so much because of his judgment 
and belief as because of the action that is implicit therein. For merely to hold such 
an opinion is to violate the pledge tacitly or expressly given to the sovereign. And 
therefore other beliefs, those in which there is no implication of action such as 
the breaking of the covenant, the exaction of revenge, the indulgence of anger 
and so forth, are not seditious, except perchance in a state which is in some way 
corrupted, a state where superstitious and ambitious men who cannot tolerate 
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men of integrity have gained such a great reputation that the common people pay 
more heed to them than to the sovereign. We do not deny, however, that there are 
in addition certain views, which have the appearance of being concerned merely 
with questions of truth and falsity, but are nevertheless put forward and popu- 
larised with malicious purpose. But these, too, we have already dealt with in Chap- 
ter 15, and reached a conclusion that left reason nonetheless free. 

Finally, if we also reflect on the fact that every man’s loyalty to the state can be 
known only from his works—just as his devotion to God can be known only from 
his works, that is, his charity to his neighbour—we are left in no doubt that a good 
commonwealth grants to every man the same freedom to philosophise as we have 
seen is granted by religious faith. I do indeed admit that there may sometimes be 
some disadvantages in allowing such freedom, but what institution was ever so 
wisely planned that no disadvantage could arise therefrom? He who seeks to reg- 
ulate everything by law will aggravate vices rather than correct them. What can- 
not be prohibited must necessarily be allowed, even if harm often ensues. How 
many are the evils that arise from dissipation, envy, avarice, drunkenness and the 
like? Yet we tolerate these, because although they are in reality vices they cannot 
be prohibited by legal enactment. Much more, then, should we allow freedom of 
judgment, which is assuredly a virtue, and cannot be suppressed. Furthermore, it 
can produce no untoward results that cannot be contained, as I shall presently 
show, by the magistrates’ authority; not to mention that this freedom is of the first 
importance in fostering the sciences and the arts, for it is only those whose judg- 
ment is free and unbiased who can attain success in these fields. 

But let it be supposed that this freedom can be suppressed and that men can 
be kept under such control that they dare not whisper anything that is not com- 
manded by the sovereign. Still, it will certainly never come to pass that men will 
think only what they are bidden to think. It would thus inevitably follow that in 
their daily lives men would be thinking one thing and saying another, with the re- 
sult that good faith, of first importance in the state, would be undermined and the 
disgusting arts of sycophancy and treachery would be encouraged. This is the 
source of false dealing and the corruption of all honest accomplishments. But it 
is far beyond the bounds of possibility that all men can be made to speak to order. 
On the contrary, the greater the effort to deprive them of freedom of speech, the 
more obstinately do they resist: not indeed the greedy, the flatterers and other 
poor-spirited souls who find their greatest happiness in gloating over their money- 
bags and cramming their bellies, but those to whom a good upbringing, integrity 
and a virtuous disposition have given a more liberal outlook. Men in general are 
so constituted that their resentment is most aroused when beliefs which they think 
to be true are treated as criminal, and when that which motivates their pious con- 
duct to God and man is accounted as wickedness. In consequence, they are em- 
boldened to denounce the laws and go to all lengths to oppose the magistrate, 
considering it not a disgrace but honourable to stir up sedition and to resort to any 
outrageous action in this cause. 

Granted, then, that human nature is thus constituted, it follows that laws en- 
acted against men’s beliefs are directed not against villains butagainst men of good 
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character, and their purpose is to provoke honourable men rather than to restrain 
the wicked. Nor can they be enforced without great danger to the state. Further- 
more, such laws are quite ineffective; for those who are convinced of the validity 
of beliefs that are condemned by law will not be able to obey the law, while those 
who reject these beliefs as false will regard the law in question as enacted for their 
special benefit, and their exultation over such laws will make it difficult for the 
magistrate to repeal them thereafter, even if he should so wish. In addition to these 
considerations, there are the lessons learnt from the history of the Hebrews, Chap- 
ter 18, under the second heading. 

Finally, how many divisions in the church have arisen mainly from attempts 
made by magistrates to settle the disputes of scholars by legislation! If men were 
not possessed by the hope of enlisting the law and the magistrate on their side, 
of triumphing over their opponents amid the universal applause of the mob and 
of gaining office, they would never engage in such malicious strife against one 
another nor would they be agitated by such frenzy. This is demonstrated not only 
by reason but by experience with its daily examples. Laws of this kind, prescrib- 
ing what everyone must believe and prohibiting the saying or writing of anything 
that opposes this or that opinion, have often been enacted to pander to, or rather 
to surrender to, the anger of those who cannot endure enlightened minds, men 
who, by the exercise of a stern authority can easily turn the devotion of the un- 
ruly masses into a rage, inciting them against whomsoever they will. Yet how 
much better it would be to curb the frenzied anger of the mob instead of pass- 
ing useless laws which can be broken only by those who love the virtues and the 
arts, and reducing the state to such straits that it cannot endure men of noble 
character! What greater misfortune can be imagined for a state than that hon- 
ourable men should be exiled as miscreants because their opinions are at variance 
with authority and they cannot disguise the fact? What can be more calamitous 
than that men should be regarded as enemies and put to death, not for any crime 
or misdeed, but for being of independent mind? That the scaffold, the terror of 
evildoers, should become the glorious stage where is presented a supreme ex- 
ample of virtuous endurance, to the utter disgrace of the ruling power? Those 
who are conscious of their own probity do not fear death as criminals do, nor do 
they beg for mercy, for they are not tormented with remorse for shameful deeds. 
On the contrary, they think it an honour, not a punishment, to die in a good 
cause, and a glorious thing to die for freedom. What sort of lesson, then, is learnt 
from the death of such men, whose cause is beyond the understanding of those 
of sluggish and feeble spirit, is hated by troublemakers, but is dear to the hearts 
ofall good men? The only lesson to be drawn from their death is to emulate them, 
or at least to revere them. 

Therefore, if honesty is to be prized rather than obsequiousness, and if sover- 
eigns are to retain full control and not be forced to surrender to agitators, it is im- 
perative to grant freedom of judgment and to govern men in such a way that the 
different and conflicting views they openly proclaim do not debar them from liv- 
ing together in peace. This system of government is undoubtedly the best and its 
disadvantages are fewer because it is in closest accord with human nature. For we 


Chapter 20 


have shown that in a democracy (which comes closest to the natural state) all the 
citizens undertake to act, but not to reason and to judge, by decision made in com- 
mon. That is to say, since all men cannot think alike, they agree that a proposal 
supported by a majority of votes shall have the force of a decree, meanwhile re- 
taining the authority to repeal the same when they see a better alternative. Thus 
the less freedom of judgment is conceded to men, the further their distance from 
the most natural state, and consequently the more oppressive the regime. 

Moreover, to confirm that any disadvantages consequent on this freedom can 
be avoided simply by the sovereign’s authority, and by this authority alone men 
can be restrained from harming one another even when their opinions are in open 
conflict, examples are ready to hand, and I need go no distance to find them. Take 
the city of Amsterdam, which enjoys the fruits of this freedom, to its own consid- 
erable prosperity and the admiration of the world. In this flourishing state, a city 
of the highest renown, men of every race and sect live in complete harmony; and 
before entrusting their property to some person they will want to know no more 
than this, whether he is rich or poor and whether he has been honest or dishon- 
est in his dealings. As for religion or sect, that is of no account, because such con- 
siderations are regarded as irrelevant in a court of law; and no sect whatsoever is 
so hated that its adherents— provided that they injure no one, render to each what 
is his own, and live upright lives—are denied the protection of the civil authori- 
ties. On the other hand, in time past when politicians and the Estates of the 
Provinces began to intervene in the religious controversy between the Remon- 
strants and the Counter-Remonstrants,” it resulted in a division in the church. 
Many other instances in that period provide clear evidence that laws enacted to 
settle religious controversies have the effect of angering men rather than reform- 
ing them, that they give some men the opportunity to assume unbounded licence, 
and that, furthermore, divisions in the church do not arise from zeal for truth 
(which breeds only courtesy and tolerance) but from lust for supremacy. From 
this it is clearer than the sun at noon that the real schismatics are those who con- 
demn the writings of others and seditiously incite the quarrelsome mob against 
the writers, rather than the writers themselves, who usually write only for schol- 
ars and appeal to reason alone; and that, finally, the real disturbers of peace are 
those who, in a free commonwealth, vainly seek to abolish freedom of judgment, 
which cannot be suppressed. 

I have thus shown: 

l. That it is impossible to deprive men of the freedom to say what they think. 

2. That this freedom can be granted to everyone without infringing the right 
and authority of the sovereign, and that the individual citizen can preserve this 
freedom without infringing that right, provided that he does not presume there- 


2 [During the seventeenth century the new Dutch Republic was theologically and politically divided 
between two Protestant groups, the Remonstrants and the Counter-Remonstrants. The former sup- 
ported the republic and favored a more liberal theology, reyecting for example the Calvinist doc- 
trine of predestination. The Counter-Remonstrants sided with the monarchist faction and adhered 
to orthodox Calvinist theology ] 
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from to make any innovation in the constitution or to do anything that contra- 
venes the established laws. 

3. That every man can possess this freedom without endangering public 
peace, and any troubles that may arise from this freedom can easily be held in 
check. 

4. That every man can also possess that freedom without endangering piety. 

5. That laws enacted concerning speculative matters are quite useless. 

6. Finally, we have shown not only that this freedom can be granted without 
detriment to public peace, to piety, and to the right of the sovereign, but also that 
it must be granted if these are to be preserved. For when a contrary course is taken 
and attempts are made to deprive men of this freedom, and the beliefs of dissenters 
(but not their minds, which alone are capable of wrongdoing) are brought to trial, 
the exemplary punishment inflicted on honourable men seems more like mar- 
tyrdom, and serves not so much to terrorise others as to anger them and move 
them to compassion, if not to revenge. Upright dealing and good faith are un- 
dermined, sycophants and traitors are encouraged, and opponents of freedom ex- 
ult because their anger has won the day and they have converted the government 
to their creed, of which they are regarded as the interpreters. As a result, they even 
venture to usurp the government’s authority and right, and they unashamedly 
boast that they have been chosen directly by God and that their decrees are di- 
vinely inspired, whereas those of the sovereign are merely human and should 
therefore give way before divine decrees—that is, their own. Nobody can fail to 
see that all this is directly opposed to the welfare of the state. Therefore we have 
to conclude, as we did in Chapter 18, that the state can pursue no safer course 
than to regard piety and religion as consisting solely in the exercise of charity and 
just dealing, and that the right of the sovereign, both in religious and secular 
spheres, should be restricted to men’s actions, with everyone being allowed to 
think what he will and to say what he thinks. 

I have now completed the task I set myself in this treatise. It only remains for 
me to state expressly that it contains nothing that I would not willingly submit to 
the scrutiny and judgment of my country’s government. If they consider any part 
of my writing to be contrary to the laws of my country or to be prejudicial to the 
general good, I retract it. I know that I am human, and may have erred. Yet I have 
taken great pains not to err, and I have made it my prime object that whatever I 
have written should be in complete accord with my country’s laws, with piety and 
with morality. 
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[Notes numbered 28, 29, 30 in Gebhardt’s edition have been omitted. Those 
notes merely refer the reader to Philosophia S. Scripturae Interpres, a tract written 
by Spinoza’s friend Lodewijk Meyer, and bound together with Spinoza’s Tracta- 
tus in one of its editions. ] 


CHAPTER | 


Note 1: ‘nab. If the third radical is one of those termed ‘mutes’, it is custom- 
arily omitted and instead the second letter is doubled. Thus npp by the omision of 
the mute 1 becomes p and then ap and xa3 becomes 3213 whence naw 32°3— 
utterance or speech. Similarly xra becomes ma or m. (anw uw mwa mY : OF ma : 
“ya ba nba). Therefore R. Shlomo was quite correct in interpreting this word as 
Nai, and was wrongly criticised by ibn Ezra, whose knowledge of Hebrew was not 
profound. It should further be noted that the word axtai— prophecy is of general 
application, and embraces every kind of prophesying, whereas other nouns are 
more specific and refer to a particular kind of prophesying. This point, I believe, 
is familiar to all scholars. 

Note 2: ‘its professors cannot be called prophets’. That is, interpreters of 
God. For an interpreter of God is one who has a revelation of God’s decrees which 
he interprets to others who have not had this revelation, and who accept it solely 
in reliance on the prophet’s authority and the confidence he enjoys. Now if those 
who listen to prophets were themselves to become prophets just as those who lis- 
ten to philosophers become philosophers, the prophet would not bean interpreter 
of divine decrees; for his hearers would rely not on the testimony and authority of 
the prophet but on the divine revelation itself and on their own inward testimony, 
just as the prophet does. Similarly, sovereign powers are the interpreters of their 
own sovereign right, since the laws that they enact are upheld only by their own 
sovereign authority, and are supported only by their own testimony. 


Note 3: ‘that the prophets were endowed with an extraordinary virtue ex- 
ceeding the normal’. Although some men possess gifts that nature does not be- 
stow on others, they are not said to surpass human nature unless the gifts that are 
peculiar to them are such as cannot be understood from the definition of human 
nature. For example, a giant is of unusual size, but his size is stil] human. It is 
granted to few to be able to compose poetry extempore, but this is still a human 
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gift, as also is the gift whereby someone, while wide awake, imagines certain 
things as vividly as if they were actually present before him. But if someone were 
to possess a quite different means of perception and quite different grounds of 
knowledge, he would assuredly surpass the bounds of human nature. 


CHAPTER 3 


Note 4: ‘Patriarchs’. In chapter 15 of Genesis we are told that God said to 
Abraham that he would be his protector and would give him an exceedingly great 
reward; to which Abraham replied that he had nothing very much to look forward 
to, since he was childless and stricken with years. 


Note 5: ‘their security’. It is clear from Mark ch. 10 v. 21 that to achieve eter- 
nal life it is not enough to keep the commandments of the Old Testament. 


CHAPTER 6 


Note 6: ‘Since God’s existence is not self-evident’. We doubt the existence of 
God, and consequently everything else, as long as we do not have a clear and dis- 
tinct idea of God, but only a confused idea. Just as he who does not rightly know 
the nature of a triangle does not know that its three angles are equal to two right 
angles, so he who conceives the divine nature in a confused way does not see that 
existence pertains to the nature of God. Now in order that we may conceive God’s 
nature clearly and distinctly, we have to fix our attention on certain very simple ax- 
ioms called universal axioms, and connect to them those attributes that belong to 
the divine nature. Only then does it become clear to us that God necessarily exists 
and is omnipresent, and only then do we see that all our conceptions involve God’s 
nature and are conceived through God’s nature, and, finally, that everything that 
we adequately conceive is true. But for this see the Preface to my book entitled “The 
Principles of Philosophy Demonstrated in a Geometrical Manner.’ 


CHAPTER 7 


Note 7: ‘impossible to devise a method’. That is, impossible for us who are 
not used to this language and lack a systematic account of its phraseology. 


Note 8: ‘conception’. By things comprehensible I mean not only those 
which can be logically proved but also those which we are wont to accept with 
moral certainty and to hear without surprise, although they can by no means be 
proved. Anyone can comprehend Euclid’s propositions before they are proved. 
Similarly, I call comprehensible those narratives, whether of future or past events, 
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that do not exceed human belief, and likewise laws, institutions and customs, al- 
though they cannot be proved with mathematical certainty. But mysterious sym- 
bols, and narratives that exceed all human belief, I call incomprehensible. Yet 
even among these there are many that yield to examination by our method, so that 
we can perceive the author’s meaning. 


CHAPTER 8 


Note 9: ‘Mount Moriah’. Thus named not by Abraham, but by the historian, 
who says that the place which in his day was called ‘in the mount of the Lord it 
shall be revealed’ was called by Abraham ‘the Lord will provide.’ 


Note 10: ‘before David conquered that people’. From this time until the 
reign of Jehoram, when they gained independence (2 Kings ch. 8 v. 20), the Idu- 
maeans had no king. Governors, appointed by the Jews, took the place of kings (1 
Kings ch. 22 v. 47), and therefore the governor of Edom is called ‘king’ (2 Kings 
ch. 3 v. 9). There is some doubt as to whether the last of the Idumaean kings had 
begun his reign before Saul became king, or whether in this chapter of Genesis, 
Scripture intended to list only the kings who were unconquered until their death. 
However, it is plain folly to attempt to include Moses, who by the divine will es- 
tablished a Hebrew state very different from monarchy, in the list of Hebrew kings. 


CHAPTER 9 


Note 11: ‘exceptions’. For example, in 2 Kings ch. 18 v. 20 the text has the 
second person, “Thou hast said— but they are no more than words—etc.’, whereas 
in Isaiah ch. 36 v. 5 we have ‘I have said— but they are no more than words—that 
war needs counsel and courage.’ Again, in verse 22 the text of Kings reads “But ye 
may say unto me’, the verb being in the plural, whereas Isaiah has the verb in the 
singular. Furthermore, the words in Kings, same chapter, verse 32, ‘a land of oil 
olive and of honey, that ye may live and not die: and hearken not to Hezekiah’ are 
missing in Isaiah. There are many other differences of reading of this kind, and 
no one can determine which is to be preferred. 


Note 12: ‘remarkable change’. For example, in 2 Sam. ch. 7 v. 6 we have 
(wan ZARA Trma MX) —‘and I have continually wandered with tent and tab- 
ernacle’; but in 1 Chron. ch. 17 v. 5 we have (ywan Pnr} PAN” TAN) — ‘and I 
have been from tent to tent and from tabernacle’, with a change of qn to 77Xn, 
axa to 7AX-Px and jpwra to Tawa. Again in verse 10 of the same chapter of Samuel 
we have mayb — to afflict him’, while in verse 9 of the quoted chapter of Chron- 
icles we have W37 — ‘to wear him down’. For anyone who is not quite blind or 
completely mad a single reading of these chapters will reveal many discrepan- 
cies of this kind, some of considerable importance. 
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Note 13: ‘the time here mentioned must refer . . . to a quite different time’. 
That this passage refers to the time when Joseph was sold is not only evident from 
the context itself but can also be inferred from the age of Judah, who was then 
in his twenty-second year at the most, if one may base one’s calculation on his 
preceding history. From the last verse of Genesis ch. 29 it is clear that Judah was 
born ten years after the patriarch Jacob began to serve Laban, and Joseph four- 
teen years. Now since Joseph was seventeen years old at the time he was sold, 
Judah could not have been more than twenty-one. So those who believe that Ju- 
dah’s long absence from home took place before Joseph was sold are seeking to 
delude themselves, and are more concerned for the sanctity of Scripture than 
for accuracy. 


Note 14: ‘while Dinah was scarcely seven years old’. The opinion advanced 
by some that Jacob wandered about between Mesopotamia and Bethel for eight 
or ten years savours of the ridiculous, if I may say so without disrespect to ibn 
Ezra. Jacob had good reason for haste, not only because he no doubt longed to 
see his aged parents, but also for a most important purpose, to fulfill the vow he 
had made when he fled from his brother (Gen. ch. 28 v. 20, ch. 31 v. 13 and ch. 
35 v. 1), a vow which God also bade him fulfill, promising to help him to return 
to his country. However, if these considerations seem mere conjectures rather 
than cogent reasoning, let us grant that Jacob, driven by a more malignant fate 
than Ulysses, spent eight or ten or even more years on this short journey. Even 
so, our objectors cannot deny that Benjamin was born in the last year of this wan- 
dering, that is, according to their view and their theory, when Joseph was fifteen 
or sixteen or thereabouts; for Jacob parted from Laban seven years after Joseph 
was born. Now the period of time from Joseph’s seventeenth year until the patri- 
arch travelled to Egypt does not exceed twenty-two years, as I have shown in this 
chapter. Thus at that point of time—that is, when he set out to Egypt— Benjamin 
was twenty-three or twenty-four years old at the most, at which time, in the early 
flowering of his life, he must have been a grandfather (see Gen. ch. 46 v. 21, and 
compare with Num. ch. 26 v. 38, 39, 40 and with | Chron. ch. 8 v. 1 and the 
verses that follow); for Belah, his firstborn, had already begotten two sons, Ard 
and Naaman. This is surely no less absurd than to maintain that Dinah was seven 
years old when she was violated, not to mention the other absurdities that are en- 
tailed by this manner of arranging history. Thus it is clear that unscholarly at- 
tempts to solve difficulties produce further difficulties, confusing and clouding 
the question even more. 


Note 15: ‘he here begins to relate of Joshua’. That is to say, the terms used 
and the order of narration differ from those employed in the book of Joshua. 

Note 16: ‘Othniel, son of Kenaz, was judge 40 years’. Rabbi Levi ben Ger- 
son! and some others believe that these 40 years, which Scripture declares to have 


l [Gersonides, of Provence, 1288-1344, the most outstanding scholar of his age Biblical exegete and 
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been passed in freedom, should be calculated from the death of Joshua and thus 
include the preceding 8 years when the people were subject to Cushan 
Rishathaim, while the following 18 years should be included in the total of the 
80 years when Ehud and Shamgar were judges. In the same way, they think that 
the other years of subjection are always included in the years which Scripture de- 
clares to have been passed in freedom. But Scripture expressly computes how 
many years the Hebrews passed in subjection and how many years in freedom, 
and in chapter 2 v. 18 it expressly tells us that the Hebrews always enjoyed pros- 
perity in the time of the Judges. So it is perfectly clear that our Rabbi (in other re- 
spects a man of great learning) and the others who follow him, when trying to 
solve such difficulties, are not so much explaining Scripture as emending it. 

This is also true of those who maintain that, in the summation of years which 
Scripture here makes, only the years of a properly administered Jewish state were 
taken into account, while the periods of anarchy and subjection, being unhappy 
interludes in the history of the Jewish state, must have been ignored. Now Scrip- 
ture does indeed pass over in silence the periods of anarchy, but the years of sub- 
jection are narrated quite as fully as the years of independence, and are not erased 
from Jewish history, as is wildly suggested. Ezra— whom we have shown to be the 
author of these books—in 1 Kings ch. 6 intended to include in that complete to- 
tal all the years from the exodus from Egypt to the fourth year of Solomon’s reign, 
a fact so clear that no biblical scholar has ever doubted it. For, leaving aside for 
the present the precise wording of the text, the genealogy of David given at the 
end of the book of Ruth and in | Chron. ch. 2 fails to account in full for such a 
large figure as 480 years. Nahshon was chief of the tribe of Judah in the second 
year after the exodus (Num. ch. 7 v. 11, 12), and thus died in the wilderness along 
with all those who at the age of 20 were capable of military service; and his son 
Salmon crossed the Jordan with Joshua. Now this Salmon, according to the said 
genealogy, was David’s great-great-grandfather. If we subtract from this grand to- 
tal of 480 years the 4 years of Solomon’s reign, the 70 years of David’s life and the 
40 years spent in the wilderness, we find that David was born 366 years after the 
passage of the Jordan, and that his father, grandfather, great-grandfather and great- 
great-grandfather must each have begotten children when they were 90 years old. 

Note 17: “Samson was judge’. Samson was born after the Philistines had sub- 
jugated the Hebrews. There is some doubt as to whether the 20 years here men- 
tioned should be reckoned among the years of independence, or whether they are 
included in the immediately preceding 40 years when the people were under the 
yoke of the Philistines. For my part, I am of the opinion that it is more probable 
and more credible that the Hebrews recovered their freedom at the time when 
the most eminent of the Philistines perished along with Samson. My only reason 
for refusing to include Samson’s 20 years in the period of subjugation to the 
Philistines is this, that Samson was born after the Philistines had subjugated the 
Hebrews. There is a further reason, the mention made in the Tractate Shabbat of 
a certain book of Jerusalem where it is stated that Samson judged the people for 
40 years. However, it is not a question of these years alone. 
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Note 18: ‘with absolute strictness’. Otherwise, they are not explaining the 
words of Scripture, but emending them. 

Note 19: ‘Kirjath Jeharim’. Kirjath Jeharim is also called Baal Judah. Hence 
Kimhi? and some others think that the words ‘Baale Judah’, which I have here 
translated as ‘from the people of Judah’, signify the name of a town. But they are 
wrong, because *?y3 is plural. Moreover, comparing the text of Samuel with the 
text of | Chronicles, we see that David did not arise and go forth from Baal, but 
that he went thither. If the author of 2 Samuel had intended to indicate the place 
whence David removed the ark, then the Hebrew would have run as follows: 
“Then David arose and set forth . . . etc. from Baal Judah, and took from there the 
ark of God.” 


Note 20: ‘and was there three years’. Some commentators have emended the 
text as follows: “And Absalom fled and went to Talmai, the son of Ammihud, king 
of Geshur, where he remained for three years, and David wept for his son all the 
time that he was at Geshur.” Now if this is to be called interpretation, and if one 
can assume such licence in expounding Scripture, transposing entire phrases, 
adding to them and subtracting from them, then I declare that it is permissible to 
corrupt Scripture and to treat it as a piece of wax on which one can impose what- 
ever forms one chooses. 


CHAPTER 10 


Note 21: ‘and perhaps after the restoration of the temple by Judas Mac- 
cabee’. This possibility—though it is more akin to certainty —is based on the ge- 
nealogy from king Jeconiah, given in 1 Chron. ch. 3 and continuing as far as the 
sons of Elioneai, who were thirteenth in direct line from Jeconiah. It should be 
observed that Jeconiah had no children when he was imprisoned, but he had two 
children while in prison, as far as can be conjectured by the names he gave them. 
Now he seems to have had grandchildren—again making conjecture from their 
names—after his release from prison; and therefore Pedaiah (which means ‘God 
hath delivered’), who according to this chapter is said to be the father of Zerub- 
babel, was born in the thirty-seventh or thirty-eighth year of Jeconiah’s captivity, 
that is, thirty-three years before Cyrus gave the Jews permission to return. There- 
fore Zerubbabel, whom Cyrus put in charge of the Jews, seems to have been thir- 
teen or fourteen years old at the most. But I have preferred to keep silent on these 
matters for reasons which our difficult times do not allow me to explain. A word 
to the wise is enough. If they will peruse with some care the list of the descen- 
dants of Jeconiah given in 1 Chron. ch. 3 from verse 17 to the end of the chapter, 
and compare the Hebrew text with the Septuagint version, they will have no dif- 
ficulty in seeing that these books were published after the second restoration of 
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the city by Judas Maccabee when the descendants of Jeconiah had lost the throne, 
and not before then. 

Note 22: ‘he would be taken to Babylon as captive’. Thus no one could have 
suspected that Ezekiel’s prophecy contradicted Jeremiah’s prediction, as everyone 
suspected according to Josephus’ narrative. But the event proved them both right. 

Note 23: ‘Nehemiah’. The historian himself testifies in chapter 1 verse | that 
the greater part of this book is taken from the book that Nehemiah wrote. But 
there can be no doubt that the passage from chapter 8 to chapter 12 verse 26, and 
also the last two verses of chapter 12 inserted as a parenthesis into the words of 
Nehemiah, were added by the historian who lived after Nehemiah. 


Note 24: ‘Ezra’. Ezra was the uncle of the first high priest, Joshua (see Ezra 
ch. 7 v. | and 1 Chron. ch. 6 v. 13, 14, 15), and accompanied Zerubbabel from 
Babylon to Jerusalem (see Nehem. ch. 12 v. 1). But it appears that when he saw 
the state of confusion among the Jews, he returned to Babylon, as also did some 
others (Nehem. ch. 1 v. 2), and remained there until the reign of Artaxerxes when, 
being granted his request, he went for a second time to Jerusalem. Nehemiah, too, 
went with Zerubbabel to Jerusalem in the time of Cyrus. See Ezra, ch. 2 v. 2 and 
63, and compare with ch. 10 v. 2 and ch. 12 v. 1 of Nehemiah. As to the transla- 
tion of the word ‘Atirshata’ by ‘ambassador’, there is no authority for this, whereas 
it is quite certain that those Jews whose duty it was to attend the court were given 
new names. Thus Daniel was Balteshazzar, and Zerubbabel Sheshbazzar (see 
Dan. ch. 1 v. 7, Ezra ch. | v. 8 and ch. 5 v. 14). Nehemiah was called Atirshata, 
but by virtue of his office he was termed mnp—procurator or president. See Ne- 
hem. ch. 5 v. 14 and ch. 12 v. 26. 

Note 25: ‘that no canon of the Sacred Books existed before the Maccabees’. 
The Synagogue termed ‘the Great’ did not originate until after Asia had been sub- 
jugated by the Macedonians. As to the assertion made by Maimonides, R. Abra- 
ham ben David? and others, that the presidents of the Council were Ezra, Daniel, 
Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah etc., this is an absurd fiction, based only on a rab- 
binical tradition that the Persian empire lasted no more than 34 years. This is their 
only way of proving that the decrees of the Great Synagogue or Synod—which 
was composed of Pharisees only, and whose decrees were rejected by the Sad- 
ducees—were transmitted by prophets who had received them from other 
prophets all the way back to Moses, who had received them from God himself 
and had transmitted them orally, not in writing. But let the Pharisees cling to their 
belief with their wonted obstinacy. The wise, being well acquainted with the rea- 
sons for councils and Synods and knowing of the quarrels between Pharisees and 
Sadducees, can easily imagine the reasons for the summoning of that Great Syn- 
agogue or Council. This much is certain, that no prophets took part in that coun- 
cil, and that the decrees of the Pharisees, which they call ‘traditions’, derived their 
authority from that Council. 


> [Abraham ben David was a twelfth-century Spanish Jewish historian and philosopher Spinoza 
seems to be referring to the latter’s historical treatise Sefer Ha-Qabbalah (The Book of Tradition).] 
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CHAPTER | | 


Note 26: ‘we therefore think’. Translators here render AoyiGopar as ‘con- 
cludo’—I infer, and they maintain that in Paul’s writing the word AoyiCopuat is 
synonymous with ovadoyiCouat, whereas in fact the Greek AoyiGouar has the 
same force as the Hebrew awn—to reckon, think, consider. This meaning is in full 
agreement with the Syriac text. The Syriac translation (if indeed it is a translation, 
which is a matter of doubt since we know neither the translator nor the time of 
publication, and the vernacular language of the Apostles was none other than Syr- 
iac) renders this text of Paul as %37 yry7Nn’, which Tremellius correctly translates 
as ‘arbitramur igitur —‘we therefore think’. For the word ‘x»y7 which derives 
from this verb means ‘arbitratus — thinking. In Hebrew ‘xry7’ is xmy 7 reutha— 
‘will’. Therefore the Syriac word means ‘we will’ or ‘we think’. 


Note 27: ‘the whole of Christ’s doctrine’. In effect, the teachings of Jesus in 
the Sermon on the Mount, related in Matthew, chapter 5. 


CHAPTER 15 


Note 31: ‘that simple obedience is a way to salvation’. That is, it is not rea- 
son but revelation that can teach us that it is enough for blessedness or salvation 
for us to accept the divine decrees as laws or commandments, and that there is no 
need to conceive them as eternal truths. This is made clear by what we have 
demonstrated in Chapter 4. 


CHAPTER 16 


Note 32: ‘promise in all good faith’. In a civil state, where what is good and 
what is evil is decided by the right of the whole community, it is correct to make 
a distinction between deception with good intent (dolus bonus) and deception 
with malicious intent (dolus malus). But in a state of nature, where everyone is 
his own judge and possesses the perfect right to prescribe and interpret laws for 
himself and even to repeal them if he thinks this is to his advantage, it is impos- 
sible to conceive that anyone can act with malicious intent to deceive. 

Note 33: “everybody can be free as he wills’. A man can be free in any kind 
of state, for a man is free, of course, to the extent that he is guided by reason. Now 
(although Hobbes* thinks otherwise) reason is entirely in favour of peace; but 


+ [The only occasion in this work where Hobbes (1588-1679) is mentioned by name, although his 
influence is clear Spinoza must have carefully studied his De Cive. ] 
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peace cannot be secured unless the general laws of the state are kept inviolate. 
Therefore the more a man is guided by reason, that is, the more free he is, the 
more steadfastly he will observe the laws of the state and obey the commands of 
the sovereign whose subject he is. 

Note 34: ‘For nobody knows by nature’. When Paul says that men are with- 
out means of escape, he is speaking in merely human terms. For in chapter 9 v. 
18 of the same Epistle he expressly teaches that God has mercy on whom he will 
and makes stubborn whom he will, and that men are without excuse not because 
they have been forewarned but because they are in God’s power like clay in the 
hands of the potter, who from the same lump makes one vessel to honour and an- 
other vessel to dishonour. As for the divine natural law whose chief command- 
ment, as we have said, is to love God, I have called it a law in the same sense as 
philosophers apply the term ‘law’ to the universal rules of Nature according to 
which all things come to pass. For love of God is not obedience but a virtue nec- 
essatily present in a man who knows God aright, whereas obedience has regard 
to the will of him who commands, and not to necessity and truth. Now since we 
do not know the nature of God’s will, while we are quite certain that everything 
that happens comes to pass from God’s power alone, it is only from revelation that 
we can know whether God wishes to receive honour from men like some tem- 
poral ruler. Furthermore, we have shown that the divine commandments appear 
to us as commandments or ordinances only as long as we do not know their cause. 
Once this is known, they cease to be commandments, and we embrace them as 
eternal truths, not as commandments; that is, obedience forthwith passes into 
love, which arises from true knowledge by the same necessity as light arises from 
the sun. Therefore by the guidance of reason we can love God, but not obey him; 
for by virtue of reason we can neither accept divine commandments as divine 
while not knowing their cause, nor can we conceive God as a ruler enacting laws. 


CHAPTER 17 


Note 35: ‘as thereafter to be powerless’. Two common soldiers undertook to 
make one man Emperor of Rome in place of another, and they succeeded. Tac- 
itus, Histories, Book 1.° 

Note 36: ‘(Num. ch. 11 v. 28)’. In this passage two men are accused of proph- 
esying in the camp, and Joshua urges their arrest. This he would not have done if 
ithad been lawful for anyone to deliver God’s oracles to the people without Moses’ 
permission. But Moses thought fit to acquit the accused, and he rebuked Joshua 
for urging him to assert this royal right at a time when he was so weary of ruling 
that he preferred to die rather than continue to rule alone, as is clear from verses 
14 and 15 of the same chapter. For he replied to Joshua thus: “Enviest thou for 


> [A reference to the murder of Caligula and the accession of Claudius. 
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my sake? Would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets!” That is to say, 
would that the right to consult God were vested in the entire people, who would 
thus be sovereign. Therefore Joshua’s error lay not in the question of right but in 
the occasion of its exercise, and he was rebuked by Moses in the same way as 
Abishai was rebuked by David when he urged David to condemn to death Shimei, 
who was undoubtedly guilty of treason. See 2 Sam. ch. 19 v. 22, 23. 

Note 37: ‘See Num. ch. 27 v. 21’. Verses 19 and 23 of this chapter are mis- 
translated in such versions as I have seen. These verses do not mean that Moses 
gave Joshua commands or instructions, but that he properly constituted or estab- 
lished him as captain. This turn of phrase is quite common in Scripture, as in 
Exod. ch. 18 v. 23, 1 Sam. ch. 13 v. 14, Josh. ch. 1 v. 9, 1 Sam. ch. 25 v. 30 and 
elsewhere. 


Note 38: ‘to recognise any other judge than God’. The Rabbis imagine that 
what is known as the Great Sanhedrin was instituted by Moses, and many Chris- 
tians share in this delusion. Moses did indeed choose seventy colleagues to assist 
him in the task of government, being unable to bear alone the burden of the whole 
people. But at no time did he enact a law establishing a college of seventy mem- 
bers. On the contrary, he commanded that each tribe should appoint judges in 
the cities that God had given them, to decide lawsuits in accordance with the laws 
that he had laid down. If it should happen that the judges themselves were in 
doubt as to the law, they were to approach the high priest, as being the supreme 
interpreter of the laws, or the judge who was at that time their superior (for he had 
the right to consult the high priest) so as to settle the question according to the 
high priest’s interpretation. If a lower judge should maintain that he was not 
bound to pass judgment in accordance with the opinion of the high priest as re- 
ceived from the high priest himself or from his own superior, he was to be con- 
demned to death by whatever supreme judge had appointed him a subordinate 
judge. See Deut. ch. 17 v. 9. This person might be the commander-in-chief of all 
Israel, like Joshua, or he might be the captain ofa single tribe (in whom, after the 
partition of the land was vested the right of consulting the high priest concerning 
the affairs of his tribe, of deciding on war or peace, of fortifying cities, of appoint- 
ing judges and so on), or he might be the king, to whom all or some of the tribes 
had transferred their right. 

In confirmation I could cite many instances from history, but I will confine 
myself to one of outstanding importance. When the Shilonite prophet appointed 
Jeroboam king, he thereby gave him the right of consulting the high priest and of 
appointing judges; in short, Jeroboam held over the ten tribes all the right that Re- 
hoboam held over two tribes. Therefore Jeroboam could set up a supreme coun- 
cil of state at his court by the same right by which Jehoshaphat set up his council 
at Jerusalem (see 2 Chron. ch. 19 v. 8 on). For it is clear that Jeroboam, insofar as 
he was king by God’s command, and consequently Jeroboam’s subjects, were not 
required by the law of Moses to submit to the jurisdiction of Rehoboam, since they 
were not his subjects, and far less to the jurisdiction of the court established by 
Rehoboam at Jerusalem and subordinate to him. Thus a supreme court was es- 
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tablished in each of the separate and independent divisions of the Hebrew state. 


Those who disregard the varied political arrangements of the Hebrews and fail to 
distinguish between them find themselves involved in many difficulties. 


CHAPTER 19 


Note 39: ‘and lawfully impeach’. Here particular attention should be paid to 
my discussion of right in Chapter 16. 


